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Tit Ze: 
ABSTRACT 
A Membrane of Consciousness: John 
Updike and Point of View 
Presented By: Marion Frack Egge 
Thesis DiPector: James R. Frakes, Professor of English 
John Updike's fiction has attracted considerable 
critical attention, but no one has ever analyzed his use 
of point of view. This study examines point of view in 
four of his short stories from The Music School collec-
tion. 
"Four Sides of One Story," a first-person story in 
epistolary form, is an up-dated version of the Tristan 
legend. Though cleverly conceived and written, the story 
suffers from the restrictions of the epistolary technique 
and, therefore, must be considered more a novelty than a 
literary offering of substantial value. 
Another first-person story, "Leaves," is written in a 
style similar to interior monologue or stream-of-conscious-
ness, except that its form is that 0£ a written narrative 
rather than an account of mental activity. In "Leaves," 
Updike successfully conveys the irony of a character who 
1 
is too short-sighted to adequately define or solve his 
problem. 
"The Morning" is the account of a young man virtually 
immobilized by a broken love affair--so much so, in fact, 
that his story is told by a fully omniscient, anonymous 
narrator. There is no dialogue in "The _Morning" but the 
piece is alive with visual and aural _stimuli, together 
with the narrator's descriptions of the character's re-
sponses to them. Updike successfully merges the conscious-
ness of his protagonist with that of the storyteller.in a 
sustained third-person descriptive narration. 
Also told in third person, "My Lover Has Dirty 
Fingernails" benefits from extensive dialogue between a 
psychoanalyst and his female patient. Otherwise, this 
short story is similar to "The Morning" in terms of the 
descriptive passages that establish background and fu.rnish 
detail necessary for a reader to reconcile seeming contra-
dictions between inner contemplation and outward expression 
of each of the t\,vro characters. "My Love Has Dirty Finger-
nails'' also uses an anonymous narrator who is omniscient 
with regard to the woman throughout most of the story, but 
who shifts to the man's consciousness in the last two 
paragraphs. Updike achieves this transition with a subtle 
artistry that renders the story extremely effective. 
Ba~ed on the foregoing analyses (plus selected ex-· 
cerpts from the longer fiction) my conclusion is that, 
2 
app.a1?ently for b .. oth· t·e.chn..ic.al. ;and ·pe·rsona_J_ reas·-on:s,, Joh:n 
.U:pcltl<.e -i·s .mo.st .. effe.ct.ive w.hen us·ir1.g: the cleta:ch.ed t:hi·rd--· 
p~r,·$..o·n irrtern-a:'l . 1.zed _pro:$.e. t:ec;hni.q:.ue .• 
·':-. 
. -.. 
:3 
INTRODUCTION 
John Updike was only twenty-two years old when The 
New YoPker published his first short story 1 ; an almost 
immediate favorable reception by critics and the reading 
public, both of this story and of his subsequent literary 
output, has assured Updike a prominent place among Ameri-
can writers of the twentieth century. Through 1973, he 
has published six novels, 2 six short-story collections, 3 
three volumes of poetry, 4 and one book of assorted non-
fictional prose. 5 
Although some of Updike's work has been attacked by 
a few reviewers--the charge being, usually, "overwriting 
and undercharacterization" 6 --for each adverse critic there 
are a dozen, more or less, who recognize a rare talent. 
The most frequent commentary about Updike's fiction pin-
, 
points his ability to blend or merge commonplace subject 
matter with eloquent poetic metaphor. Paul Doyle's 
' 
observation is typical: 
Updike's people are so ordinary and his 
material and the situations described so com-
monplace that much of his narrative success 
must rest on his stylistic ability, and his 
highly praised style is unusually equipped 
to carry this burden. He perceives the magic 
4 
in ordinary things, and his style is able to 
convey this magic. Precious moments of beauty, joy, and insight and a sense of enchantment in life's commonplace events recur throughout his pages. 7 
Undeniably, John Updike is one of the few modern writers 
who seem never to exhaust the power to exercise fresh 
poetic imagination in the perception of actions and ob-
jects most of us take for granted. But any writer's 
so-called "style" is a combination of many factors: 
diction, sentence structure and variety, rhythm, imagery, 
form, and point of view. 
Of these elements, Updike's technical usage of point 
of view is a subject largely ignored by most critics. 
How or why this should be so is difficult to understand, 
but it is true. Certainly, since the publication of such 
significant critical studies as Henry James' The Art of 
Fiation, 8 The Craft of Fiation 9 by Percy Lubbock, and the 
Wayne Booth treatise, The Rhetoric of Fiction, 10 scholars 
have recognized that point of view is of utmost importance 
in analyzing the over-all effectiveness of any fictional 
work. It is to an examination of John Updike's points of 
view that I direct this study. 
Any serious scholarly undertaking demands, first of 
all, a definition of terms. How, then, should we define 
"point of view"? One can probably find as many variations 
'• ( . 
of definition as there are books on the subject. Most of 
5 
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. .. --"- . • .... ·t.etday·• ·:s cr1.t.1.c's: ,ac_l<now.ledg,e tJ1r1:ee oJ;'.i fo·ur d1,f·fe·+1e-:i1:,t· P.P+i:it::s. 
:o·f v·iew11 ·:; one a·uo of ed.1to}r$. c.la.im·s ·el;everJ.: 12 I'n my 
. ··: 
' 
. . OpJ.n.ion, however, Way_ne: · B.o·oth· ·o.ffet.,s· th:$: most. ·_pe·rcep,·t·J.V$ 
analysis of the matt.e·r-: 'f_If: we= t:hJ.-r)k t:h·r"ough the: many· 
-a. se·n,se o.:f :embar·ra:ss:-~ng: in·ad:e.qu~cy._ Qf our tradition·a.l 
cl_ass.i.·ficat.ion: o:f: -'p:oi.nt -of vi.ew·' :into t.h·re:e .o:r· .. f_our-
-ni.science. " 1 3 
Is there: a-t1 a:lt-e:rna:t:ive· :me=i::)1.-od_,- ··t.he:n:, ·wh-i¢ih is more 
ii_~.ve there .is:. Th.e:: -to-p:·:ic: a_ ·t. hand -_ :_t:r_p·:o:int of v:iew " . -- . . . -.-- . . .., 
. . . . . -, ' 
. . . ' 
i:~e·,dia.te.-ly rais-e:s -a f?e:ries :o·f :pe.rtinen.t: .g_:ue·s.tiot1s _abo·µ·t 
·e-~ch· $tory: Who ·is t.h-.e .nar_r.atot~?- To- w·hom· doe's_ he s·peal<·?-
Wh.y has- the write::r chosen to use. -c;i- ·.sp.e.cif.i.c p·oint: d:f vi~w? 
. ,. 
:F.rcJn1 what' ot.h-e-r vant.:a_ge __ poi_n:t: .0_9µ:Ld: ·t-he s::to·-ry :b.e told?-
:How mi.ght -t-he. :$to·!'ly change if'· a cliff.e·re11t pdi.nt_. o·f 'View= 
f -... t -. ·1 .• ?-·-
.. 1<t :~:-on:a_ . pie·cte: / 
T·o. carry a·n -l·n·vE{stig:ati-on :be.yon-d th.i-s· last .qu:e..st·i-ori: 
·w.o·u_l·d .~roach :cl: -~·-ubj·e·ct I will :q·ot :.att.empt to -d.i .. $.QUSS :; 
th. -· ·1·· • · +. t ·-a:u- : . ori.a. .1n,~.e-n ·ion. . . - ' . - .. ~. 
. . . .. .. . . •' . . . . . 
-. . ... acc:OmJ?li·s,h ,what he sets ou._t. to do, but w-he-t_he.r>· or nc>t. ·h_e 
·h.a·s dclne :s·o:. -i-s :cD-f no ¢:on.s:~qu .. ence to my inqui:ry. Lit:exic3.tu;r,:e. 
6: 
: .,', 
\ 
.:·; ···' 
\ 
,re~oe:r,. The interpre·ta..tion:st contained herein, ,a!i.e_ my ·own·.:-. 
Wh:ett I met1:tion lJ.pdike's ''.9Uccess" or "failupe 0 :i.n ·th.e 
·m·e·· .· .....• 
·r· w·ill· 
. ,, 
wh·:e.-n· approp:ri·at.e .o-r· .n·e-c·e·s-s·a:t\S':, but th·e fot~us- o::f: my the_$iS 
will Q:.C)nCeritrate on f,ec.hniq:ue--the spe"C!ific :chbi,ceis: :wn,i_.qfl· 
Updik.e tna.kes in ·the cre-at±ve. proces·s and. t·he: ef·fect, t.h_es:e: 
cih·o·ices h·ave· on- his finis,heci, prod.uict:. 
.. r·:aealil.Y., tlre. :be~_s:"t ·c:our$e wo1..11d: b;e :t:o s.c12:ut.i:niz·e t:he: 
e.ntir.e. Q·pdike. :oan"C5.,n. ·-Sli:qrt of that mo:nut.nei1t·al ta:sJ<,: a 
:t·houghtfu.l ev·alti:a:.t:i-on: crf an-,y .singl·:e· no·.v·e-i cotil,d b·.e .a 
w·ortl;iy· addi.t.i,d.n. ··t·o- tn~ g·rowin~: we-al~th of :updik:.e c·r:l f:"ic:i.s:m:~: 
:$:ut: r: believe t.ha:t .an :eq-u·ally :c·a.ref·u1 $l1-r.vey· :o.f se.ve:r?a:l. 
·short st,ori.es might p.r .. o·ve. ·mo:re. mea_n>j_n:g:ful i.n t··he _f::in_:~;1. 
/. analysis. Wit:h .. a P'Ote.n:ti.a:1:1y .gr.eater v.arie·ty o:f point:s ,o:f 
view available in -a .nunfb:e:r of s·horter· WO·rks. (.as o-ppose.d. to· 
,. 
p:ro·bable va:r~ie:t:y· .in o:n:e· n.ove1), ·it- ·i·s .log.:iccrl to a~rs:ume 
th.-at ·a c·q:r?respon--d:ing p:otenti;a:1-~y wi:der· rang:e. ·of· insi-ght .. 
mi_g·h·t· ·b.·e· _g-1·:eaned from a Ef"t.t1.:dy :of :s.e.I.ec:t$d s.hor1t: :s:t:-:or·ies. . . .,. . 
. 
.. 
And that is· .~xactly wh_at ·r J?-ro-po·s.e t-o a.o.. :My an:alysis will 
·7 
cover four snort stories, all part of a single volume, 
The Music School. 
I have several reasons for narrowing my selection 
to this one collection. First of all, a notation- inside 
The Music School title page reads, "They [the twenty 
stories contained 'herein] were written in the order they 
have here." I know of no reason to doubt the reliability 
of this statement. It indicates that The Music SchooZ 
collection isolates a relatively short span of Updike's 
career--roughly, the early 1960's--since all of these 
siories were first published between 1962 and 1966. 
I am fully aware that thi.s does not prove when 
these stories were actually written. We should not 
necessarily suppose that Updike wrote them one after 
another exclusively, without also committing various 
other ideas to paper. After all, he also published. 
Rabbit, Run in 1960, The Centaur in 1963, and Of The Farm 
in 1965. It is a common assumption, however,·, that few 
professional writers allow finished manuscripts to gather 
dust; submission to a potential publisher is almost a 
reflex action following completion of the final draft. 
There are exceptions, of course, but Updike's consistently 
high rate of published material each year testifies to his 
• willingness to submit manuscripts; therefore, I am assuming 
that most, if not all, of The Musia School stories were 
written within a year or so prior to acceptance and 
8 
publication by The New Yorker--probably at exactly the 
same time he was also working on Rabbit, Run, The Centaur, 
•• 
Of The Farm, and maybe even Couples. If my assumption 
is correct, then Updike's creative period in the early 
'60's offers precisely the conditions I seek: simulta-
neous successful productivity in both the novel and the 
short story. This split-channeling of Updike's energies 
invites (perhaps necessitates) pertinent cross-references 
between the two genres. 
Second, I prefer to use Updike's The Music SchooZ 
collection because it represents (in 1974) the approximate 
midpoint of the writer's professional lifework, which spans 
just under twenty years. As such, The Music School reflects 
the craftsmanship of a relatively well-established and 
self-assured young man who, at this career stage and under 
these circumstances, could risk rather free experimentation. 
Setting a reference point somewhere near mid-career (The 
Music Sahool) opens up a fully circular range from which 
the writer's growth and development might be viewed, and 
permits freedom of association in all directions. 
Third, and finally, all four of the stories I have 
chosen from The Music School explore a single theme. Each 
is told from a different point of view, but the subject--
the breakdown of a love relationship--remains constant. 
This matter, the fragility and/or loss of love, is sig-
nificant because the same question arises repeatedly 
9 
throughout John Updike's fiction: What is it, in the 
<) 
inter-action of men and women, that results ultimately 
in utter incompatibility? To answer this question would 
be to determine a fundamental Updike "point of view" 
regarding human nature. 
But, used this way, "point of view" carries an 
entirely different meaning--philosophical outlook, or 
"perspective" in a metaphysical sense--a meaning which 
my investigation will not attempt to encompass. To use 
conflicting terminology would be to open a whole new 
subject. In this study, I am concerned with Updike's 
teahniaaZ application of point of view rather than with 
any personal "point of view" he may hold concerning life 
or human nature. Similarity of theme in the four stories 
examined here is important only in that it facilitates 
comparison and contrast of the effectiveness of John 
Updike's stylistic accomplishment with regard to point 
of view. 
, 10 
CH APT E R I : 11 F O U/R. S I D E S O F ON E ST O RY " 
.. 
· :p,r,o·ba·bly th·e most· ·ob .. vious mani_pulation of p:o·-i-nt ·of 
·v.-i_e:w :in .. The Mus:ie: Sa:11,·.o··oZ .is '1 Fou::r:' :Si-des o-f :One ·story·"'" 
· c;• :"t.ake.-:of'·f" op tJ1;e ·Tri-sta.11 _l·egend that .is rid.t one. of 
lJpdi.k·e f s. bett·er s.ho.rt· stori.es ,: b:-uir which is an: :in·teresti.n.g 
P:-ie .. ce ±,o: .Ervalu.ate· strictly a·s rh:etorical exe:r.c.ise. The 
st:o·.ry t:·a.ke·S tlre f:orm· of :four letters:, e.-ach: w~i.tten by one 
o·f th:·e: :f·our p.art.i-c.ipant.s ·i·n. the .. love tr·age_d ..y: ·T:ri~·-t:an·:, 
Is:eult o.f th,:e Whi·t·.e Ila.nds (T:ristan' s wife:)., I·se/u'1t. t:he 
.Fai:ti :(1'rist:an' s, be.J.ove=d·),. a·nct King Mark .. Che:r h_-µ.sb:an:d) .• 
F.ict .. i·o·na/1 .epj.s·to,la-r.y ·t·e,ohnique e-mploys a t·ot:·ally 
d:i:fferent kin.d o:f .first _person. than do·es: the .ordi·n·ary·· 
f'..i:rst-person. n·g·r.·rat.i.·ve=. :'J:J).~ di:-s·s.i:m.i.la:t::it·y· ·depend.s ·ufrd:n.: 
:L-ntended audie:r1oe... ''I" .of.: the .usu,tl :first-person. s.t·o,r:Y 
. a.cldvesses: n,i·s ·a-c:,count ·tt): soin$- an·onym.dus or unnam.e·d 
-li.st:en.er(.13):; ±·his :,J·.r·t, .d.oe$ n.ot ·1:±mi.± hi.s .a.u.dienc~·e.. H.e 
h:as ·a, -s:tor:y t·o tel,l and -~- o.·om:pulsi-o.n: t··o get Iit ·o·.ut: o/f 
;-bis system. Letters, on t-h·e·· contrary_, :-a/r~. aimo:st ,a.1.w·a:y.$ 
.intended for the eyes of a single re-.ad·er. rt· any:o.rte 
0th.er than. the. ... ,.d·e.s:ig.nated a<ld:Pe"Bsl~·e {ff a :tt;3tte·r, g:ait1s: 
aq.q·ess to it., he i.s itit:rudin.g_ upon ve:vy priv-ate ·and. 
:pe:t'son·a:_l ·t:e.·rrit.o:py·,~ ·Whe--n· a. wr,i.t:er uses -le:tte.rs. in. lri.:s 
:.- .:r. 
I 
fiction, he forces the reader into a role of intruder. 
The effectiveness of epistolary fiction--particularly 
when used exclusively, without dialogue or narration--
is usually gained through irony. Participants in the 
action of the story have only limited kn0wledge of or 
access to information; the reader learns all details 
pertinent to the fictional situation and, thus, is allowed 
a more complete understanding than any of the characters. 
A major consideration in evaluating epistolary 
fiction is the fact that letters are intended to inform, 
solicit, console, amuse, persuade, or the like. Any 
letter, then, by its very nature, tends toward contrivance; 
and, consequently, the reliability of correspondents and 
correspondence is immediately open to suspicion. A cri.tic 
of epistolary literature is, therefore, obligated to de-
termine both purpose and reliability of the "I." 
Each letter of "Four Sides of One Story" purports to 
disclose something about the nature of the illicit love 
affair between Tristan and Iseult the Fair. Instead, 
each writer reveals more about himself than about the 
relationship he shares with his loved one or about details 
of the romance'itself. 
After an unimaginative salutation ("My love"), Tristan 
sets the tenor of his whole letter in the first sentence: 
Forgive me, I seem to be on a boat. 
(p. 87) 
12 
,-
... 
-N:o:t.i .. q·e t·h.at tw·o o,r· the f.i.r.st t:hr·e·e: wor:ds ar~ fi,r·Ert-, 
]?-~V$on p.ron·o:uns. l:t?i:.st.9-n: want:s: to· t-a-;1~·k ab,o.ut- ·t·r.ista:n •. 
. A1:s:o, bewi·1derment i.s- th--e ,irten_t·a;X s:t:·ate :h.e :c:hoo.se:s ·to 
proj·ect--he seems to .·boe· on a. }Joat.~, E . .i t.h-.e~r h,e: ·is· :.o:·r he-
- . . . . . . ., 
. . . . ·. 
:i:s. not, but his·. :supp,e>..s-ed, d.ctze· at t:he o,utse·t· ·hi::pt$, tlie·-
'·lam.~: rat.io;nali:z·~:t:ioDi.s rie wi.11 of·fe,:r: to· r.:se.u)_t for tlte 
J\eoe:ssi.ty o:f their separ.at-ion. 
.. 
In the. very ·ne}tt sent~.n-e.,e' (on:·1.y the s:eQQI.10. :of 
Tri::stan' s whol·e 1.e·ttE=r) ., :fi:e ··e·s·ta·b11she-·s· ·-.ct s<rrt1.+g: p··peten-
·The· shock: or 'ieav ..i ... ng' you numbe·d tn:e ::ra.thE=,r 
nicely t:o ·th~ usual humiI·iat.ions of· bo·arding 
--why is it that in a pier shed everyone, no 
matter how well-born .and self-confident, looks-
like a CE3ntral European immigrant, and is 
treate-d accordingly? • ~-. that the waiter, 
h.av.ing s.ize:d me up as 011e of the. helpless $Qlttaries of the world, w6uld give me arro-
:·g·ant servi.:ce .and expe-c,t -,in excha:n·:ge, :at 
:j_:o:urney' s. en-d,. a.n _ap.ol_o_get.ically hug.e' tip. 
(pp •. ·.8. 7'*-4 s· a ) 
:'· 
This "holier-than-thou''· t:·e:nde:n,cy :C:>tt Tristan's part .i::s .a 
dominant character tr·ai-t whi'ch :·man·ifes··ts i tse.lf i_.n· variou,s 
ways thr.oughou.t .Ji.rs 1ett.er. to .Is.eµ:it., 
-Aft._e.r-- a. b·it. of saccharine .l·o·v:e cl1;at.te.r:, com:p-la.i:nt-.s: 
abo:ut· -the: "in-.qe$santly: vibrati.n·g boat,, .c3.n.d a ·sn·o·bbish 
-d_escri:p_.t-·i,o.-rt 0£· i::he s-hip' s meage-r librar..y, :Tristan at-temp:t_:s 
t.o -elimi·n:at.e :an,Y :P·-oss·ibilit·y·· ·q.f :mi,·$1i~cler~tanding by 
:I:s-etilt·::, 
1 \ 
1', 
·., 
So that the tremor in my handwriting is a purely motor affair, and the occasional 
splotches you may ·consider droplets of 
venturesome spray. 
(p. 88) 
Perhaps he actually_feels compelled to justify his untidy 
letter. Perhaps he is just coldly unromantic or pain-
-fully honest. But his comment could just as easily b•· 
interpre'ted sarcastically: "Look, my friend, don't read 
too much into this messy page. Our separation has not 
left me shaking with nervous abandon. ··r do not tremble 
with passion. And don't think for one minute that I'd 
shed tears over you." 
Tristan, "standing in the cabin-class lobby, waiting 
to try to buy [his] way toward a higher deck and if pos-
sible a porthol·e'' (p. 88), goes on to describe the pitch 
and roll of the ship in terms that are almost enough to 
induce seasickness. The paragraph ends with a strange 
juxtaposition of images: 
The ship rolled again. My blood went heavy 
again. It seemed that you were near. 
(p. 89) 
-Quite a flattering suggestion--that the rolling of a ship 
and the nearness of a loved one might cause the. same physi,-
cal sensation. 
Tristan continues: 
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Iseul t·. -r· ·must write your n·ame. 
:Cseul t. I am bleeding to death.<. Certainly · 
·r feel bloodless, or, more pre.cisely, di-luted, diluted by half, since .e.verything 
-a.round me ••• I.seem to see., or touch, or 
:s-mile over, with you, which means, since you are not here-,. that I on-ly half-see, 
:.only half-exist. 
(p. :8=:9 ). 
r.ea·11y c:omp.lintentary=.:· ·The trad-i.t.iona:i. rom-a_ntic :1.i.:n.es 
. ~- ·r am .... de .. ad: .. ···. .. . .. .. . . .... -wou:ld P·$-a.id s omet:hing :I.ike ,.: ." ... I am. n:oth-ing • 
. . .. i. c::a.nn.ot go on li-ving ·wi.thout. you.·" But. t:ristan . . . '. :· .. ••.-. 
c:ottc·.'3-~.te s= · o·n l_y h-~·1.f • 
-Cons:Ld.e;t,ing :a:11 t.hat T.r>i_:sta.n h .. as. ·unw>it·t_i:ng_ly· ( ?: )' 
·,,,: 
·:i,:. ·ke¢p think·i·ng: wheat a p,ity all ·t'his J.ux_ur_y .. is w-asted on me, .T·vistan .. ·t.he Aust·eI?e:,: tihe p·erpetually G-r·ie.vin_g, the o:rphan~d, the 
.H:omeless. 
(p. 89) 
.:Th-e .re:·ade.r· must at -some point--and thi_s :pt:>ittt $.eems 
as: :'~·.c,od as, any, I suppose--begin to cha1·1:eng:e ·Tr:istan' s 
_ :S·in..c:erity and integrity. The ans.we:r;r .li ..e.s :iti :otre of two 
p·ossibili ties.:, but ·the: r:ea.a:er, nas no way (sc) f~r, e1t .1·e.a.s·t_',) 
Cif telling Whi·Qri: "is truly _c:t:ppl,i:C-q.b·le • It may b·~ th.at 
. . -·· 
·Tr.is tan is a s·elf-pi tying: -~got·i:st who believes: ·a_.11 too. 
earnestly that ·his comm·µnicati·on ad.eq:uat·e1·y :cqhvey~ .. both. 
his love for Iseult and the justification for having 
deserted her. Or, he may, in fact, be a very clever 
manipulator who engages in a sophisticated self-mockery 
in order to extricate himself from a "sticky" situation 
over which he has lost control. In this case, his 
letter would be part of the "game. n Either way, Tristan 
remains credible because his characterization is con-
sistent. 
How does Tristan love Iseult the Fair? Let us 
count the ways. A few of Tristan's insights might help 
to clarify the quality of his love: 
For me it was wonderful to become a partner in your responses to textures. Your shallowness, as my wife calls it •.. broke a new dimension into my hitherto in-
adequately superficial world. 
(p. 90) 
Now that's a compliment! He needed Iseult because his 
own life was not sufficiently superficial? 
Now, adrift in this luxurious island universe, 
where music plays like a constant headache, I 
see everything half through your eyes, conduct 
circular conversations with you in my head •• 
• . What are our conversations about? I 
make, my mind tediously sifting the rubble of the emotional landslide-, small discoveries 
about us that I hasten to convey,to you, who 
are never quite as impressed by them as I 
thought you would be. 
(pp. 9 0-91) 
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To interpret this passage, it matters little -whether, 
Tristan is the naive penitent or the crafty ex-lover. 
In either case, his wounded ego is showing. 
He recounts to Iseult, in detail, his shipboard 
_ meditation: 
Yesterday, ••• when the sallow sun 
suddenly ceased to justify sitting in 
a deck chair, I discovered, in the act 
of folding the blanket, that I had 
never, in my heart, taken your suffer-
ings as seriously as my own. That you 
were unhappy, I knew. 
(p. 91) 
Note the hissing of Updike's alliteration: "sallow sun 
suddenly ceased to justify sitting." The snake arises 
from his deck chair, removes his security symbol, and 
quite suddenly, "in the act of folding the blanket," he 
recognizes the depth of Iseult's misery. Blindingly 
apparent is his lack of awareness--or his pretense of 
the same. 
Tristan shares her suffering only reluctantly: 
But no, there was a final kind of cre-
dence I denied your pain, that cheated 
it of dimension and weight, and for this 
I belatedly apologized. 
(p. 91) 
His self-justification takes a scant two hours: 
Two hours later, pinning a quivering 
Daiquiri to the bar with my fingers, I 
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=--~ rather jerkily formulated this comforting 
thought: however else I failed you, I 
never pretended to feel other than love for. you. • • . 
(p. 91) 
Now here is an ambiguous statement if ever there was one. 
He "never pretended to feel other than love." Why the 
word "pretended"? Does this, in effect, mean that his 
onZy pretense was love? The sentence is so carefully and 
ambiguously worded that it could mean almost anything. 
And who does he imply should be comforted by his amazing 
revelation? Iseult? Or merely himself? 
Tristan goes on: 
••• I never in any way offered to restrict, 
o:r control_, the love you felt for me. What-
ever sacrifices you offered to make, whatever 
agony you volunteered to undergo foP me, I permitted. 
(p. 91; italics added) 
Tristan 1 s concessions in the name ·of charity are over-
whelming indeed! 
Next he takes credit, not without the humility one 
would expect from Tristan, for the "success" of their 
whole relationship: 
In the limitless extent of my willingness to 
accept your love, I was the perfect lover. Another man, seeing you flail and lacerate yourself so mercilessly, might have out of 
timid squeamishness (calling it pity) pre-
tended to turn his back, and saved your skin 
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at the price of your dig~ity. But I, whether 
merely hypnotized or actually suicidal, 
steadfastly kept my face turned toward the 
blaze between us, though my eyes watered, 
my nose peeled, and my eyebrows disappeared 
in twin whiffs of smoke. It took all the 
peculiar strength of my egotism not to flinch 
and flaw the purity of your generous fury. 
(pp. 91-92) 
The "peculiar strength of [his] egotism" is a pe.nchant 
for. self-satisfaction, the benefits derived primarily 
from his joy in sadism. Tristan's inversion of love--
giving nothing, taking all--is sickly perverted or merely 
laughable, depending upon the true nature of his character. 
In any event, the perceptive reader is able to 
formulate an increasingly clear impression of Tristan's 
self-directed interests. For example, the syllogism he 
constructs to justify his having achieved inner peace is 
exactly what we would expect: 
••. (major premise) however much we have 
suffered because of each other, it is quite 
out of the question for me to-blame you for 
my pain, though strictly speaking you were 
the cause; and, since (minor premise) you 
and I as lovers were mirrors and always 
felt the same, therefore (conclusion) this 
must also be the case with you. Ergo, my 
mind is at peace. That is, it is a para-
doxical ethical situation to be repeatedly 
wounded by someone because ·he or she is 
be Zoved. 
(p. 9 2) 
Notice how Tristan·ostensibly tries to console Iseult but 
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justifies his own position instead. He cannot resist the 
urge to blame her for his own discomfort; at the same time, 
he rationalizes his own absolution from fault. Notice, 
too, the fallacy of his syllogism. Tristan begs the ques-
tion, saying, in effect,, "because we are alike, there is f 
no difference between us," or, "we have 'suffered because 
of each other,' therefore we respond in the same way tb 
our suffering." His conclusion is non sequitur--there is 
no logical relation between the premises posited and the 
conclusion drawn. The "this" of Tristan's conclusion, 
having no specific referent, provides exactly the amphibole 
necessary to render the argument invalid. Clever Tristan? 
Clever Updike! 
Tristan-belabors his self-justification with a catalog 
of subtle insults: 
Those small incidentals within my adoration, 
those crumbs of Mark's influence that I 
could~never digest, those cinders from past flames unswept from your corners, the flecks 
of mediocrity, glimpses of callousness, even 
moments of physical repulsiveness--it was 
never these that hurt me. It was your 
perfection that destroyed me, demented my logical workings, unmanned my healthy honor, bled me white. 
(p. 9 2) 
Just as Tristan's concept of love is inverted, so is his 
response to th.e personal qualities of his beloved--"small 
[distasteful] incidentals" versus "perfection." Tristan 
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is "destroyed," "demented," "unmanned," and "bled •• 
• 
white" by his discovery of "perfection" outside his own 
being. 
But I bear no grudge. And thus know that 
you bear none; and this knowledge, in the 
midst of my restless misery, gives me ease. 
(p. 92) 
He reverts to a logic similar to that of his fallacious 
syllogism: they (Tristan and Iseult) are alike; he bears 
no grudge; therefore, she bears no grudge. Tristan makes 
assumptions without substantiation. And he argues ad 
ignorantiam--that his claim is true because there is no 
proof to the contrary. He has absolutely no idea how 
Iseult feels about the situation--or, perhaps, he knows 
all too well how she feels. 
In the last sentence fragment of this paragraph, 
Tristan comes closer to truthful statement than at any 
other point in the story: 
As if what I wish to possess forever is not 
your presence but your good opinion. 
(p. 92) 
If this is merely the fleeting awareness of a sincere 
I. 
but artless ~over, the brief glimmer.of insight fails 
to spark serious retrospection. If Tristan is really 
a sophis·ticated manipulator, then his admission must be 
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considered a mistake--a momentary accidental revelation. 
Near the end of his letter·, Tristan moves from 
justifica~ion to judgment. His definition of their 
"predicament" amounts to a scathing commentary on the 
permanence of relationships between men and women: 
I cannot believe there is anything abnormal 
or curable about our predicament. We are in love. The only way out of it is marriage, 
or some sufficiently pungent piece of over-
exposure equivalent to marriage. I am prepared to devote my life to avoiding this death. As you were brave, in creating our love, so I must be brave in preserving it. 
(p. 93) 
Here Tristan willingly makes the supreme sacrifice! 
Having introduced his equation of love with death, 
he proceeds to reaffirm its validity through a series 
of death images: 
My body aches for the fatal surfeit of you • 
• . • I consider casting myself loose from 
this implacable liner and giving myself to 
the waves. • • • 
But I who slew the Morholt slay this Hydra •• 
• • 
••• our love, like a composted flower ••. 
returned to the stupid earth. 
Yes, had we met aa innocents, we could have indulged our love and let it run its natural 
course of passion, consummation, satiety, 
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contentment, boredom, betrayal. But, being 
guilty, we can seize instead a purity that 
will pass without interruption through death 
itself. 
(p. 93) 
,, 
Tristan, emphasizing the "natural course" of love as he 
sees it--"passion, consununation, satiety, contentment, 
boredom, betrayal"--seeks a reprieve from such a fate. 
His ultimate goal, in fact, is to transcend his own 
humanity. 
Do you remember in the Isak Dinesen book 
I gave you the story in which God is des-
cribed as He who says No? By saying No 
to our love we become, you and I, gods. 
(p. 93) 
So Tristan,offers, as his final words to Iseult, a formula 
for their transcendence: 
Let us live, forever apart, as a shame to 
the world where everything is lost save what 
we ourselves deny. 
(p. 94-) 
We now have Tristan's side of the story. The means of 
expression and content of his letter attest to his belief 
that permanence stultifies love relationships. By his 
elevation to god-like status, Tristan has been able to 
escape from a love affair that threatened to confine him 
beyond his intended involvement. 
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I have gone into more detail, perhaps, than would 
have been necessary to establish Tristan's side of the 
story, but, after all, he is the central figure--the only 
one to touch directly upon all other characters. Also, 
I felt that it was necessary to demonstrate the very close 
relationship between character development in the short 
story and character point of view. Each person (in fiction 
as well as in real life) assumes an outlook consistent with 
his self-image, his·· degree of concern for other people, 
and his particular motivation at the time. In ~ristan's 
case, freedom from obligation--real or imaginary, present 
and future--is the motivation; so he runs (cf. Harry 
Angstrom of Rabbit, Run). Tristan's primary concern is 
his own well-being, and it matters not one bit that others 
might be hurt just so long as he preserves his own self-
esteem. 
"Four Sides of One Story" is a study in solipsism. 
Each of Updike's four characters creates his own world in 
the act of perceiving it--and in doing so, each bicomes a 
"type" who is bound to act and react in a particular way. 
We .have already noted how Tristan, the "narcissist," 
understands his position. (It is interesting that, later, 
Iseult the Fair writes to Tristan, "If the narcissi you 
planted come up next spring I will dig the·m out" [p. 98].) 
Tristan's wife, Iseult of the White Hands, is the 
"wronged woman." As such, she could assume any one of 
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several responding roles, but her choice is that of 
bitter "pseudo-realist." 
At least she has him; all I seem to have is 
a house, a brother, a bank account, and a 
ghost. 
(p. 9 4) 
This Iseult tries to face her empty life realistically--
or so she believes--but her brand of realism denies 
reality: 
I've explained his absence.as a business trip, 
which everybody accepts and nobody believes. 
(p •. 9 5) 
Iseult is, of course, a self-deceiver. She ends her letter, 
I'm really all right, except for now. 
(p. 97) 
What she fails to recogn1ze--or, at least, to admit--is 
that her "now" is interminable. 
My fundamental impression I think is of the 
incredible wastefulness of being alive. 
(p. 97) 
Anyone with less control might become suicidal, but Iseult 
represents chaos rationally denied. She seeks solace, "with 
[her] fifth gl-ass -of Noilly Prat for the day" (p. 94), by 
pouring out her perplexity to Kaherdin (her brother). 
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Iseult's letter is important to the story partly 
because of the light it sheds on Tristan's character. 
What Iseult says about her husband seems to confirm some 
of the things the reader has surmised from Tristan's own 
letter--his fast-talking art of persuasion: 
· The nightbefore he sailed, he explained to 
me, with great tenderness, etc., that he 
married me as a kind of pun. That the thing 
that drew him to me was my having her name. 
It was all--seven years, three children--a kind of Freudian slip, and he was really 
charmingly boyish as he begged to be excused. He even made me laugh about it. 
(p. 94) 
--his reluctance to assume responsibility: 
••• anything that looks like real action 
terrifies him and he gets on a boat. 
(p. 95) 
--his self-acknowledged "godliness": 
And through it all, making life a hell for 
everybody concerned, including the children, he wears this saintly pained look and in-
sists he's trying to do the right thing. 
(p. 95) 
--and his inverted sense of love: 
•.• he seems to think there's something so beautiful about hanging between us that he 
won't let go with either hand. 
• • • 
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I could never get out of him what she 
had that I didn't ••.• But I can't see 
that it was our looks, or brains, or even in bed. The better I was in bed, the worse it 
made him. He took it as a reproach, and used 
to tell me I was beautiful as if it were some 
cruel joke I had played on him. The harder 
I tried, the more I became a kind of dis-
tasteful parody. But of what? 
(pp. 95-96) 
But an even more important aspect of Iseult's letter (,, 
is her· feeble attempt to define her own concept of love: 
If I had any dignity I'd be dead or insane. I don't know if I love him or what love is or even if I want to find out. I 
tried to tell him that if he loved her and 
couldn't help it he should leave me and go 
to her, and not torment us both indefinitely. 
(pp. 94-95) 
The worst of it is, I sympathize. I'm even jealous of his misery. At least it's a kind 
of pointed misery. His version is that they drank from the same c·up. It has nothing to do with our merits but she loves him and I don't. I just think I do. But if I don't love him, I've never loved anything. 
(p. 96) 
In a way, Iseult is like her husband in her reaction 
to th.e situation. Just as he has the ability to tolerate 
flaws but cannot accept perfection, so Iseult responds 
opposite to expectation: 
What was really annihilating wasn't his abuse 
of me, but his kindness. 
(p. 95) 
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It would seem that Updike is noting here the human 
tendency to predict behavior in others and, in a sense, 
"program" oneself to respond. When the input is unex-
pected, the machine breaks down. 
Iseult,~· though-terribly confused, stoically accepts 
her condition: 
The children are in school, I have friends 
here, life goes on. 
(p. 95) 
At least she outwardly claims that "life goes on." 
The second Iseult contrasts sharply with her rival 
namesake. While Iseult of the White Hands' letter projects 
a careful attempt to maintain equilibrium, tha~ of Iseult 
the Fair exudes frantic histrionics. As "rejected sweet-
heart," this Iseult assumes a role of the traditional 
"romantic" who is nearly insane about her lost love and 
who would give anything for restoration to her former 
status. 
Please return--nothing matters 
(p. 98) 
This letter (from Iseult the Fair to Tristan) • lS, 
for the most part, a series of disjointed phrases; it 
contains only a few complete sentences. 
Some of Iseult's ravings concern her physical and 
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mental condition: 
--I have lost 12 pounds and live on pills--
(p. 97) 
--I have a scratchy throat--Mark says psycho-
somatic--
(p. 98) 
All this, of course, suggests to the reader that Iseult 
is contracting her final illness and will eventually die 
of a broken heart as the Tristan legend dictates. 
Updike cleverly includes other indications of 
Iseul t 's deterioration. Initially, she repea·ts his name 
(unpunctuated), "Tristan [/] Tristan Tristan" (p. 97), 
later writes only "Trist" (p. 97), but at the end can 
manage only "Tr" (p. 9 8). 
Iseult's increasing disorientation can be noted, too, 
in her changing response to loneliness. At first she be-
lieves Mark will surprise her: 
Between words I listen for his knock on the 
door--if he knew what I was writing he would 
kick me out--and he's right. 
(p. 9 7) 
--his knock on the door--
(p. 98) 
Then she becomes confused: 
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--don't knock even if I listen. 
(p. 98) 
And starts hearing things: 
--the sounds of the castle--your step? 
(p. 98) 
But, finally, she experiences resigned dejection: 
For my sake end it--your knock never 
comes--. • • • 
(p. 98) 
How does a near-insane person know love? In Iseult's case, 
it is with intense inner turmoil. Love and hate become 
one: 
Kill you. I must kill you in my heart 
--shut you out--dontt knock even if I listen. 
Return to your wife--try--honestly try with 
her. She hates me but I love her for the 
sorrow I have brought her--no--I hate her 
because she would not admit what everybody 
could see--she had given you up. I had 
earned you. 
(p. 98) 
Love for people and love for inanimate objects are indis-
tinguishable for Iseult: 
Beware of Mark--he is strong--pathetic 
--my king brought low--he protects me. I am 
teaching myself to love him. 
I would have loved the boat. 
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Love is too painful. 
(p. 98) 
Iseult is a pathetically hopeless case herself. 
Two other significant aspects of Iseult's letter to 
Tristan should be noted; no explanation can b~ found within 
the text of "Four Sides of One Story" to justify either. 
First, Iseult writes, "Your letter confused and dismayed· 
me--I showed it to Mark-- •••• " (p. 97). Why does she 
show the letter to Mark? We don't know exactly why, but 
we might speculate that she is deliberately attempting to 
make Mark jealous; that, in her mental state, she does 
not realize the import of her action; or, perhaps, that 
Mark intercepted the message and Iseult is really lying 
to Tristan. More remote is the possibility that she is 
totally aware of the whole situation and is, like Tristan, 
playing a game--the rules of which are fairly predictable. 
If this is the case, then her showing the letter to Mark 
would be a deliberate retaliatory action. 
Second, the letter is marked "Unsent." The reader is 
never told whether Iseult decides not to send it, whether 
insanity intervenes, or whether Mark discovers and thwarts 
_her attempt to communicate with Tristan. Both of these 
unanswerables merely add to the mystery of Iseult the Fair; 
neither really affects the .meaning of the story. 
In any event, -by the time the reader gets to Mark's 
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letter, some decisive action is anticipated. And King 
Mark lives up to the expectation. 
Mark, if he were to be type-cast, would have to be 
labeled "pragmatist." His letter to Denoalen (his lawyer) 
is significant primarily for additional information it 
supplies about the story's principal character, Tristan. 
We learn, first of all, the possible or probable 
reason for Tristan's sudden disappearance: 
Confronted with the actuality of marriage, the young man bolted even sooner than we had anticipated. 
(p. 99) 
Mark seems to have made a "deal" to get rid of his wife's 
lover: 
Tristan's banishment we may assume to be permanent. Return will result in recapture, trial, and death. The Queen will remain by 
my side. 
(p. 100) 
The two preceding quotations, if true--and no evidence in 
any of the other letters can be found to the contrary--
would indicate that Tristan is more likely to be the 
conniving quasi-lover than the loving innocent. 
King Mark is coldly practical but not unfair. He 
claims to have considered "possible e~tenuating circum-
stances" before reaching his decision: 
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It is indisputable, for example, that through-
out the affair Tristan continued to manifest, 
in battle, perfect loyalty to me, and prowess 
quite in keeping with the standards he had 
set in the days prior to his supposed enchant-
ment. Also, their twin protestations of 
affec~ion for me, despite their brazen and 
neurotic pursuance of physical union, did not 
ring entirely falsely. 
(p. 9 9) 
It will do us both good, as fair-minded 
Englishmen, to remember. that we are dealing 
here with a woman of Irish blood and a man 
whose upbringing was entirely Continental. 
(p. 100) 
We have no reason to doubt or question King Mark's very 
precise business-like manner. He seems to be a man in 
total control. 
As king, Mark asserts and enforces his superiority, 
and this view from the top affects his understanding of 
love: 
••• there is the Queen herseif as a politi-
cal property to consider. Alive, she adorns 
my court. The populace is fond of her. 
Further, the long peace between Ireland and 
Cornwall whiqh our marriage has assured 
should not be rashly.jeopardized. 
(p. 100) 
What is love for Mark? Political expediency only. Nothing 
personal. Iseult is, for.Mark, a very useful possession. 
As long as her present distracted state 
obtains, I am compelling her to submit to 
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psychoanalysis. If her distraction per-
sists without improvement, I will have her 
committed. I am confident this will not be necessary. 
(p. 100) 
Iseult is merely a piece of valuable property to be managed 
and manipulated for the good of Mark's kingdom. So we find 
that he, too, perceives love as deficiently and incompletely 
as do Tristan and the two Iseults. 
Four approaches to love and four interpretations. But 
none is so important as the fifth and overriding one which 
John Updike elicits from the reader. In "Four Sides of 
One Story," the reader alone knows what each and every 
character has to say; and with this information he is able 
to make judgments none of them could possibly· make. 
But even in this privileged position, one cannot piece 
together the "facts" of the story other than in skeletal 
form. All we really know to be true is that Tristan, ro-
mantically involved for a time with two females named 
Iseult (one his wife, the other his mistress), has with-
drawn from the scene. That's all! We cannot be sure why 
he has gone--only that he has. Everything that each of 
the four characters says about Tristan's departure is 
heavily colored by emotion and self-indulgence. Fact has 
given way to opinion, prejudice, and self-centered justi-
fication. Though the short story is comprised solely of 
verbal communication in letter form, there is actually no 
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• • communication at all. 
Updike's choice--epistolary form--is the best tech-
nique to use in telling a story such .as "Four Sides of 
One Story." The particular circumstances of the characters 
I 
are too personal to share openly with strangers; a tradi-
tional first-person telling would_address too wide an 
audience and would adequately present the position of the 
single .narrator only. 
So much of the meaning in "Four Sides of One Story" 
derives from character subjectivity that a third-person 
telling of the story would also be unsatisfactory. A 
so-called "objective" third-person narrative would be 
too limited; it could not include the selfish character 
prejudices so necessary to the story's design. Any 
degree of omniscience on the part of a third-person 
narrator would also ruin the story by forcing too great 
a distance between character and reader. The middle 
man is unnecessary. A closeness to the characters forces 
the reader to make his own judgments, interpretations, 
and associations. The characters tell their own story; 
the author is absent. Depth of insight thus relies 
totally upon Upqike's skillful subtlety and the reader's 
degree of perception. 
nrour Sides of One Story" is, however, not really a 
good story--it is too "neat," too "cute." Heavy reliance 
upon a legendary tale e~phasizes contrivance; juxtaposition 
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of mythological particulars with twentieth-century details 
is more often distracting than desirable or effective. 
What, then, has Updike accomplished here? Mainly, 
by writing "Four Sides of One Story" as a series of letters, 
he shatters the romantic ideal by presenting four shallow 
characters who can define love only in terms of the self. 
The myth is gone. What remains is four people alienated 
from each other and out of touch with their world. This 
kind of isolation is the fundamental human condition in 
John Updike'·s fiction. A man's thoughts are his own; we 
can learn only those he is willing to-share; and, even 
then, we can never know his motives or trust his integrity. 
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CHAPTER II: 11 LEAVES 11 
"Leaves," covering only five pages, is John Updike's 
shortest work in The Music School collection. The story 
is a first-person narration by a man whose name is never 
revealed, He uses the present tense throughout, except 
when reminiscing. 
The specific circumstances and events which trouble 
him have occurred at some undisclosed time prior to the 
telling, and he thinks and speaks in deliberate, serious 
retrospect. He admits, for example, 
... the long darkness of self-absorption 
and fear and shame in which [he has] been 
living, 
(p. 5 2) 
and declares emphatically: 
The events need to be_ sorted out. 
(p. 53) 
"Leaves" is the chronicle of his "sorting out." 
There is no dialogue within the story. The young 
narrator is Updike's only developed character. He (the 
narrator) mentions his children and the women in his life, 
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but none of them appear except in his recollection. 
Although "Leaves" contains only one character, 
Updike's first-person narration is neither "interior 
-monologue" nor "stream-of-consciousness." The protago-
nist is specifically writing--not speaking or merely 
thinking. Evidence to support this conclusion can be 
pinpointed within the text, where he describes a blue 
jay· objectively, then addresses the reader: 
See him? I do, and, snapping the chain of 
my thought., I have reached through glass 
and seized him and stamped him on this page. 
Now he is gone. And yet, there, a few lines 
above, he still is, "astraddle,-·" his rump 
"dingy," his head "alertly frozen." A 
curious trick, possibly useless, but mine. 
(p. 53) 
The writing .here, however, is not a letter-form such 
as that examined in "Four Sides of One Story." "Leaves" 
is an example of a more common type of first-person story, 
in which the narrator speaks directly to the reader (but 
to no single reader in particular). In "Leaves," the 
physic~l action of writing, the setting down of words 
upon a blank page, becomes the catharsis through which 
his guilt might be purged: 
And what are· these pages but le.aves? 
Why do I produce them but to thrust, by- some 
subjective photosynthesis, my guilt into 
Nature, where there is no· guilt? 
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The unnamed storyteller is sensitive, intelligent, 
and perceptive. He has a keen eye for detail and the 
ability to describe his surroundings with beautifully 
poetic precision: 
The grape leaves where they are not in 
each other's shadows are golden. Flat leaves, 
they take the sun flatly, and turn the abso-
lute light, sum of the spectrum and source of 
all life, into the Grayon yellow with which 
children render it. Here and there, wilt 
transmutes this lent radiance into a glowing 
orange, and the green of the still tender 
leaves--for green persists long into autumn, 
·if we look--strains from the sunlight a 
fine-veined chartreuse •... I am sur-
rounded by leaves. The oak' Ef are tenacious 
claws of purplish rust; the elm's, scant 
feathers of a feminine yellow; the sumac's, 
a savage, toothed blush. I am upheld in a 
serene and burning universe of leaves . 
. (p. 53) 
Perhaps it is a flaw of "Leaves" that Updike chose 
to create a character whose writing style so closely 
resembles his own. Each of the letter-writers. of "Four 
Sides of One Story" used a technique somewhat different 
from the others. But the passage quoted above sounds so 
much like Updike himself that the reader is tempted to 
assume the author and narrator to be one and the same. 
This ~is not necessarily the case. 
It is true, particularly in first-person stories, 
that an author and the narrator he develops are extremely 
close; thoughts of the former must, of necessity, become 
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those of the latter--or there would be no story. Carrying 
this premise to its ultimate conclusion, of course, one 
could argue that the author actually is each and every 
one of his fictional people because he alone is their crea-
tor and spokesman. But, more often than not, the writer 
prefers to simulate distance--sometimes a considerable 
distance--between himself and his characters, and it is a 
combination of insight and selectivity that largely de-
termines his degree of success. 
The protagonist of "Leaves" is not John Updike. 
Updike concedes only partial vision to his character, and 
this limitation is the basis of the narrator's frustration. 
Updike manipulates images--colors, forms, various shades 
of darkness and light--which he (Updike) understands and 
the reader can sift through (and assign some arbitrary 
meaning to), but which bind the protagonist in a wretched 
state of confusion. 
Updike also engages in word-play; he uses one abstract 
term, in particular: "Nature." Then he sets his character 
free to grope for its relevance to his own life. But what, 
exactly, is "Nature"?. Updike allows his narrator a clearly 
precise (however limited) understanding of its meaning: 
Nature: thi.s morning it seems to me very 
clear that Nature may be defined as that 
which exists without guilt. 
(p. 52) 
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He feels guilty. Uncomfortably so. And what is the 
sour.ce of this young man's guilt? He has recently been 
divorced and is undergoing the painful process of trying 
to understand what has happened and why. He is unsure of 
his own role in the break-up: 
I am told I behaved wantonly, and it will 
take time to integrate this unanimous im-
pression with the unqualified righteousness 
with which our own acts, however admittedly 
miscalculated, invest themselves. 
(pp. 53-54) 
His approach to the problem is methodical; he engages in 
soul-searching dialectic: 
And once the events are sorted out--the 
actions given motivations, the actors 
assigned psychologies, the miscalculations 
tabulated, the abnormalities named, the 
whole furious and careless growth pruned 
by explanation and rooted in history and 
returned, as it were, to Nature--what then? 
Is not such a return spurious? Can our 
spirits really enter Time's haven of mor-
tality and sink composedly among the 
mulching leaves? No: we stand at the 
intersection of two kingdoms, and there 
is no advance and no retreat, only a 
sharpening of the edge where we stand. 
(p. 54) 
"It is time to explain myself .•.. " These are the 
words with which Walt Whitman opened stanza 44 of his "Song 
of Myself" in Leaves of Graass. It would not be too out-
rageous, I suppose, to suggest that "Leaves" might constitute 
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a miniature prose "Song of Myself," in that Updike's 
unnamed ch.aracter also attempts to define himself within 
"Nature," in terms of his own uniquely poetical experi-
ence. 
The short story's title ("Leaves") condenses that of 
Whitman's masterpiece (Leaves of Grass). And Updike duti-
fully incorporates his character within the framework of 
the larger work by specific reference in the penultimate 
paragraph: 
.•. I remember how, the first night I came 
to this cottage, thinking I was leaving my 
life behind me, I went to bed alone and read, 
in the way one reads stray books in a bor-
rowed house, a few pages of an old edition 
of Leaves of Grass. And my sleep was a loop, 
so that in awaking I seemed still in the 
book, and the light-struck sky quivering 
through the stripped branches of the young 
elm seemed another page of Whitman, and I 
was entirely open, and lost, like a woman in 
passion, and free, and in love, without a 
shadow in any corner of my being. 
(p. 56) 
Although "in awaking [he] seemed still in the book," Leaves 
of Grass holds no final answer for Updike's young man. He 
continues: 
It was a beautiful awakening, but by the 
next night I had returned to my house. 
(p. 56) 
The return to his "house" signifies a return from the 
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Romantic world of Nature to the real world from which he 
can never really escape. 
The precise barbaric shadows on the 
grape leaves have shifted. The angle of 
illumination has altered. I imagine warmth 
leaning against the door, and open the door 
to let it in; sunlight falls flat at my · 
feet like a penitent. 
(p. 56) 
These are the final words of "Leaves," but the conclusion 
seems tentative and unsatisfying for the narrator. He is 
still caught in the maelstrom of guilt and shame. 
Updike's young man "imagine[s] warmth" at the door, 
but he finds only the sun. The story's last clause, "sun-
light falls flat at my feet like a penitent," harks back 
to an earlier passage (the last sentence of the third 
paragraph) : 
.•• something plucks me back, returns me 
to that inner darkness where guilt is the 
sun. 
(p. 53) 
" ••• guilt is the sun," and "sunlight ••• [is] like a 
pe:ni tent." Can the guilty penitent be forgiven? That 
which "plucks [him] back" is the knowledge that, according 
to his own definition--"Nature may be defined as that which 
exists without guilt"--he is outside of Nature. 
' Only the finite can be found in Nature. Thoughts, 
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feelings, emotions, and memories, all integral parts of 
the inner self, are infinite. And this infinity--call 
it "soul," if you will--is the "something [which] holds 
us away from it [Nature]." 
"Leaves" is, in a sense, a study of two kinds of 
"nature"--Nature (capitalized) embodying predictable, 
harmonious, finite phenomena, versus human nature, complete 
with its persistent obscurity, frailty, and inconsistency 
--and an attempt to reconcile the two. Nature is physical 
and finite; human nature embraces both the physical and 
the metaphysical. The unnamed narrator will find the 
peace he so desperately pursues only when or if he can 
transcend the Romantic concept of Nature and all that it 
. represents. He fails to do so in ''Leaves." We know for 
sure that he fails because, using a first-person point of 
view, John Updike has allowed us to share the narrator's 
innermost revelations--which are, at best, both narrow 
and prejudiced. 
The restriction of a character's perception might 
work to disadvantage in some unskilled writers' hands, 
but Updike transforms the limitation of his nar~ator's 
insight into one of the story's greatest strengths. The 
young man of "Leaves" not only fails to understand nature; 
he misunderstands himself and his own motivations. 
What might have happened in "Leaves" if Updike had·· 
allowed his protagonist complete vision and resolution? 
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Certainly the narrator is intelligent and articulate. 
One would almost have to grant him the potentiality to 
comprehend his condition fully. But he does not, and 
Updike cannot allow him to do so because, then, the irony 
of his short-sightedness would disappear. 
The young man of "Leaves" writes his story only after 
what he claims to be a "long darkness of self-absorption" 
(p. 52). It would seem· that "self-justification" might 
be the better word. When he says, "I am told I behaved 
wantonly" (pp. 53-54), he doesn't mention who rendered this 
judgment or the circumstances under which the accusation 
was made. We do not even know if the alleged behavior 
actually occurred or not. But emphasis falls so naturally 
upon the first three words of the sentence ("I am told'' 
[italics added]) that the over-all effect is one of denial. 
The commitment to paper of his story (we must remember 
that he is writing, not verbalizing) is really little more 
than a carefully constructed defense of his posit.ion; and 
it is interesting to note that, in fact, he never acknow-
ledges the possibility of any other position. Exactly what 
has happened between this man and his wife? The reader is 
evidently not supposed to know. The narrator makes sure 
that the telling is carefully "loaded" _so as to elicit 
reader sympathy in .his own behalf. He wants the reader 
to sense what he feels and how he feels, but he avoids de-
tailing the specific circumstances that led him to react 
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as he does. 
The narrator mentions a "wife" because this is the 
story of a dissolved marriage, and it takes two people for 
both marriage and divorce. He devotes almost fourteen 
lines of one paragraph to her. No~ice, however, that his 
memory is strictly visual: 
I remember most sharply the black of my 
wife's dress as she left our house to get her divorce. The dress was a soft black sheath, 
·with a V neckline, and Helen always looked handsome in it; it flattered her pallor. This 
morning she looked especially handsome, her face utterly white ·with fatigue. Yet her body, that natural thing, ignored our catastrophe, 
and her shape and gestures were incongruously 
usual. She kissed me lightly in leaving, and 
we both felt the humor of this trip's being insufficiently unlike any other of her trips to Boston--to Symphony, to Bonwit's. The 
same search for the car keys, the same har-
assed instructions to the complacent baby-
sitter, the same little dip and thrust of her head as she settled behind the wheel of her 
car. 
(p. 54) 
He not only ignores and ne.glects to tell her side of the 
story; he describes her to the reader in such a way that 
she is completely stripped of the capacity for understand-
ing, compassion, or emotion. 
"Leaves" is a powerfully emotional story, but it is 
undeniably one-sided. · It is meant to be. And that one 
side must be told by a biased "I fJ" A third-person rendering 
of identical circumstances could never deliver the same 
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impact. The "I" is deeply involved. In turn, he deeply 
involves the reader to a poin~ .. where it ceases to matter 
that "Leaves" is really only half the story. 
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CHAPTER III: 11 THE ~10RNING 11 
"The Morning" somewhat resembles "_Leaves." Simi-
larities between the two stories can be found both in 
character and in plot: each focuses upon only one 
developed character--an unnamed man deeply involved in 
_the process of adjusting to a broken love affair; the 
short story in which each appears is a record of the 
solitary man's efforts to reconcile his loneliness with 
the necessity to function despite his loss. 
But contrasting features can also be noted in the 
.. two stories. Unlike the_protagonist of "Leaves," the 
young man of "The Morning" has not been married to his 
beloved. They have merely shared their mornings in his 
apartment: 
She was a nurse, and worked afternoons and 
~venings, and used to come to him in the 
• mornings. 
(pp. 101-102) 
The three words "used to come" are the key to his misery. 
Waiting for her, hoping each day may be the one that will 
bring her back, he spends "The Morning"--every_ morning--in 
his room, alone and lonely. His daily routine is both 
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. ). 
unchanging and unbearable: 
Each morning ,he awoke to the same w~lls and 
was always slightly surprised at the sameness 
of the cracks and nail holes and replastered 
patches, as if thi·s pattern were a set of 
thoughts to which a night's solid meditation 
had not added the merest nick of a new idea. 
He awoke to the same ticking clock on the 
mock mantel, the same shivering half-height 
refrigerator, the same nagging sour smell 
that, behind the baseboard and around the 
sink, had come to live with him. 
(p. 101; italics added) 
It should be apparent, when one considers the two 
passages cited above, that the single most important dif-
ference between "The Morning" and "Leaves" is point of 
view: third-person rather than first. "The Morning" 
narrator is anonymous; he or she is not a character within 
the story, but is merely a perceptive observer. 
The first sentence-of "The Morning" reads: 
He lived alone, in a room only she had 
ever made habitable. 
\ 
(p. 101) 
Anyone could know that he "lived alone." But what about 
the remainder of the sentence? By whose judgment had she 
made the room "habitable"? The Narrator's? The nurse's? 
The protagonist's? The author's? We are never told who 
""' 
draws this conclusion or, for that matter, how it is 
reached; all we know is that the narrator has made a 
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declarative statement which he expects the reader to 
beli.eve. That the storyteller chooses to include this 
information (whether it be true or false) wo~ld suggest 
that it must be the product of his owrt judgment. So, too, 
is much of the rest of this short story seemingly a pro-
duct of the narrator's mind--n.ot· the protagonist's. With 
only one exception, the young protagonist does not speak 
in "The Morning." Nor does he reminisce. Instea·d, it is 
the ·omniscient(?) narrator who relates and comments upon 
the lonely ex-lover's predicament. 
The narrative alternates between simple past tense 
(indicating a completed action) and the present form of a 
verb combined with "would" (to suggest habitual or repeated 
action). When using the latter technique, Updike often 
emphasizes the rep~titive quality of the action by actually 
repeating the modal auxiliary: 
A sense of human constructiveness would 
seize him .••• The forgotten object of his studies would present itself to him • 
• . • He would panic with jealousy. But 
the pang ••. would pass; his eyes would 
shorten their focus and he would leadenly 
observe •.•. A kind of··aemon of discon~ 
nection would abruptly occupy his body •• 
• . He would go to the sofa .•.• He 
would study them ..•• He would replace 
the hair. . • • 
(pp. 102-103; italics added) 
This example is considerably .abridged; the ten usages of 
"would" quoted here actually span twenty-nine printed lines 
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of text. 
Repetition of this sort, however, is not always 
necessary or desirable. Sometimes, for variety and for 
greater intensity, Updike employs a tighter construction 
through an understood or implied "would;" as in the fol-
lowing passage: 
He would dress, and [would] boil an egg, 
and [would] crack it on a piece of toast, 
and [wouZd] heat last evening's coffee, and [would] rinse the plate and cup, and [would] 
take up a book and [would] sit and [would] 
wait. The chair would grow suffocating. 
The sense of the words would skid and [wouZd] circle senseles.sly under the print. 
He would rise, and [would] walk around the 
room, pausing at every place where they had 
lain together •.•• 
(p. 101; italics added) 
Observe, in the first sentence quoted here, that Updike 
also repeats the conjunction "and" eight times. These kinds 
of repetitions (i.e., "and," "would," or "same," as noted 
earlier) lend a ponderous quality to the young man's experi-
ence and, in effect, stretch time almost interminably. 
"The Morning" takes _a two-part form. Its opening sec-
tion ·(covering just over six pages) establishes a background 
of the relationship between the two young people and the 
circumstances of their parting, plus rather penetrating 
descriptions of the protagonist's associative responses to 
the experiences. Most of Updike's sentences here are 
compound-complex, seeming to match the complexity of the 
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young lover's stagnation. Significantly, because it 
deals with the past and the persistent, this first section 
includes all the painstakingly deliberate, intentionally 
slow-moving repetition described earlier. 
Updike then provides a break in the text and opens 
the second part (not quite three pages long) with a short 
sentence: 
He listened now. 
(p. 107) 
Imposing the "now" state upon his story, Updike signals a 
stylistic change: sentence construction, for the most part, 
becomes simpler and more direct; fewer sentences begin with 
introductory dependent phrases or clauses. Updike again 
employs repetition, this time in contradistinction to his 
earlier use. Consider, for example, the first paragraph 
of part two: 
He listened now. The downstairs door 
opened .••• He noiselessly went to his 
door •.•• The.footsteps slithered on the 
linoleum and passed by. He felt relieved. 
He had lived so long with the vain expecta-
tion of her coming •••. He stared at the 
wall, dumbstruck by its stupidity. He 
turned sick of himself .••• He returned 
to the chair and tried to study. 
(p. 107; italics added) 
Notice the. number of sentences initiated with "He." Six 
of the last seven sentences in this paragraph begin so. 
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In all except the first of these • six, "He" is followed 
directly by a verb: "He felt," "He had lived," "He 
stared," "He turned," "He returned." The pace quickens; 
there are few adverbs to slow the movement. 
In other words, from the opening of the second part 
to its end, "The Morning" assumes an immediacy missing in 
the prior section. Updike's subtle stylistic shift forces 
the reader closer to the story's central character. While 
continuing to write his story in the past tense, the au-
thor records each action or reaction as it occurs and 
relates it "shotgun fasll,ion," thus allowing the reader 
to share the protagonist's tension and his anxiety. 
Updike achieves a smooth transition between the two 
sections through an almost unnoticeable shift in his em-
phasis of sensory detail. Although all five senses are 
represented in some way or other in "The Morning," sight 
predominates in part one; in the final paragraph of this 
section, however, Updike virtually abandons sight in favor 
of sound: 
Awake, he .would gratef.ully drink the radiance 
that renewed every detail of his room, and 
rise, and shed his dreams, and make enough 
fresh coffee for them both, and begin to lis-
ten. The outer door downstairs would softly 
open; there was an alto squeak only she pro-duced from the hinges. Her first steps on 
the flight of stairs would be inaudible. Her 
stealth seemed the breathy lightness of ex-
pectation. Her feet would press the top 
treads firmly, evenly, like piano pedals; an 
abrasive slither would cross the linoleum 
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hall; and her knock, three blurred beats 
with an inquisitive pause between the 
second and third, would sound. 
(pp. 106-107) 
What Updike provides here is a very careful description_ 
of "her" sound, which is precisely what the young man an-
ticipates as "He listen[s] now" in part two. His ears 
deceive him once: 
The downstairs door opened. In the little 
skip of silence following the squeak of 
the hinges, his heart found space to erect 
a towering certainty, which toppled as the 
first brutal, masculine steps assaulted 
the stairs. 
(p. 107) 
And again: 
The outer door opened again, delicately 
this time. His heartbeats timed the silence . 
• . • The silence lengthened, lengthened 
beyond recall, and he forced himself to ad-
mit that there was no one on the stairs, 
that the wind or a child had idly opened the 
door from outside and let it fall shut. 
(pp. 107-108) 
The paragraph from which this last section is taken (cover-
ing a full-page and quoted only in part here) builds to the 
climax of "The Morning"--a recognition of those elements 
which had contributed to the breakdown of communication 
between these two lovers. 
Rather than revert to visual images following the 
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story's climax, however, Updike intensifies his aural 
approach by presenting the only spoken words of the 
whole story: 
"My nurse," he whispered aloud, at 
last putting forth, in conscious competi-
tion with the tiny notched sighing of the 
clock, the shuddering of the refrigerator, 
and the empty scratches of sound in the 
stairway and hallway, a sound of his own. 
This speaking, this invoking her aloud, 
was the only action he was capable of 
taking. 
(p. 108) 
Sound answered by its antithesis--silence! A maddening 
silence fostering immobility: 
To seek her out would be to risk the final 
refusal which the silence withheld. To 
leave the room would be to abandon the pos-
sibility of receiving her visit. Even to 
install a telephone would be to heap an-
other silence upon the furious silence of 
the stairs and of the doors. He did nothing. 
He did nothing all morning but maintain, 
with the full strength of his scattered mind 
and disconnected body, an unanswered vigil. 
(pp. 108-109) 
And so, if this story is to be told at all, silence by its 
protagonist demands the presence and observation of an om-
niscient third person. Updike's narrator of "The Morning" 
is more than omniscient; he seems also omnipresent: 
His hands always went to the same places 
on her back, one at the nape of her neck, 
the other at the base of her spine. Always 
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., 
he rested his face on the same side of her 
head, so that for all he knew now she might 
have worn a different perfume behind the 
other ear. 
(p. 104; italics added) 
• • • she came to him aZways beautifully 
clean, and unexperienced, and slightly 
startled, like a morning, and left, at 
noon, imrnacul-ate. · ···-
(p. 105; italics added) 
To know what happened "always," the narrator would almost 
have to take up residence within the young man's body. 
And it seems, at times, that this is exactly the feeling 
Updike is trying to convey. As already noted, the narra-
tor shares the protagonist's sensory perceptions--
particularly sight and hearing; additionally, Updike 
grants his narrator a capacity to know the central 
character's physical and emotional responses: 
He turned sick of himself, physically sick, 
so that his arms ached and his stomach fell 
and the' nagging sour smell behind the base-
board ·seemed the odor of his own rotting 
body. 
(p •. 107) 
A kind of demon of disconnection would 
abruptly occupy his body, and he felt his 
heart as an angrily pulsing intruder, his 
hands as hanging presences weighted with 
blood sent from a great distance. 
(p. 103) 
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When he opened the door to her ••• , his 
heart would fill his chest so tightly he 
had-to hold her against him, like a compress, 
for minutes while the threat of its bursting 
subsided. 
(pp. 103-104) 
These are but three samples of narrator/protagonist 
response-sharing to be found in "The Morning." 
Considering that the narrator is supposedly aware of 
the protagonist's deepest and most private feelings, it 
is interesting to not.e that he (the narrator) never occu-
pies the young m~n's mind to the extent that he (the 
narrator) actually speaks from the other's vantage point. 
' Though the storyteller seems to share his subject's total 
consciousness (an~, perhaps, his unconsciousness), Updike 
never allows·the so-called "stream-of-consciousness" 
technique to intrude upon this third-person narrative. 
Paradoxically, while appearing to hold positions of 
adjacency, the two seem, at the same time, to maintain 
a reasonable distance from one another. At no time does 
the narrator relinquish his exclusive narrator's role to 
become a participant in the story's action. 
But the narrator is mo·re than j us.t an observer/ 
reporter; he is also a commentator. A careful reading 
of "The Morning" discloses an abundance of commentary 
about the protagonist and his plight--commentary which 
cannot be attributed (with any degree of certainty, at 
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least) directly to the young lover, but which would 
otherwise be difficult to assign unless we consider the 
possibility that it may originate with the narrator. 
In its simplest and most obvious form, this "com-
mentary" can be found in elaborate poetic simile and 
metaphor: 
In the broad gaps between brick walls he 
could see a skyline that had a gold dome 
in it, and delicate smokestacks which the 
morning sun whittled like church balusters, 
and parallel plumes of smoke quickly in-
distinguishable from natural clouds, and 
a kind of subdued twinkle that testified 
to the world of activity the city, like the 
surface of a sea, concealed. At moments 
his dull attention caught, like a slack 
sail idly filling, a breath, from this multi-faceted horizon, of the hope that set in 
motion and sustained so many industrial ef-
forts, so much commercial traffic, such 
ingenious cross-fertilization of profit, 
such energetic devotion to the metamorphosis 
of minerals, the transport of goods, the 
interplay of calculations, the efficiency 
of machines. The skyline then spread itself 
before his eyes like one of those laborious 
Asiatic pictorial conceits that compose an 
elephant out of naked maidens, or depict a 
tree of gods whose faintest twig doubles as 
a smile and whose smallest bud is also a 
fingernail. 
(p. 102) 
Whose ideas are being presented here? Does the young 
man see ttsmokestacks 
• • • whittled like church balusters" 
and a "skyline ••• like one of those laborious Asiatic 
pictorial conceits tt? 
• • • • Or, are these lengthy descrip-
tions and comparisons a product of the narrator's mind? 
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To quote the text verbatim, "he could see a skyline •• 
ft Could! This is not to say that he actually saw • • 
these things exactly as recorded in·· "The Morning." Nor, 
of course, does it imply that he did not. We just cannot 
be sure. 
Let us examine another simile--this one having to do 
with an emotional response: 
He would panic with jealousy. But the 
like a flitting glimmer from something 
flective· in the horizon, would pass •• 
pang, 
re-
• •• 
(pp. 102-103) 
Almost the same question arises: Does the protagonist 
feel his pang of jealousy pass "like a flitting glimmer 
from something reflective in the horizon" or might this 
merely be the narrator's word-painting? Again the answer 
must be that the reader has no sure way of knowing. One 
conclusion, however, can be safely stated in rather con-
crete terms: This narrator is highly sensitive to details 
of the young man's experience and speaks with artistically 
expressive fluency, both in the examples quoted here and 
throughout "The Morning." 
Another kind of "commentary" takes the form of con-
clusions or judgments about certain details of the story. 
I have already called attention to the implied judgment 
contained within the opening sentence ( "He lived al.one, in 
a room only she had -ever made habitable.'!) . Other similar 
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commentary is evident: 
The room was, if anything, bigger than it needed to be •••• The space cried fo~ another person to occupy it. 
(p. 103) 
A book, once read, can only be reread; a 
machine, used, imperceptibly wears out. But 
she, she came to him always beautifully clean, 
and unexperienced, and slightly startled, like a morning, and left, at noon, immaculate. 
(p. 105) 
Often she left her heels and silk-stockings 
and street dress behind in his room, as a pledge to return. Their presence was not as 
satisfying as it should have been; there was 
an unease surrounding them, a vague request 
to be explained and justified. 
(pp •. 105-106) 
Perhaps tomorrow he" would be weaker and, 
therefore, less caring, stronger. 
(p. 109) 
And so on. Judgments such as these could conceivably 
emanate from either the narrator or the young lover. But 
the question "Who originated these thoughts?" is inconse-
quential in terms of the narrative line. The passages 
quoted above--and scores of similar ones throughout the 
story--serve only to exemplify or to illustrate conditions 
of the young man's love and loneliness. They represent a 
reader's only means of information-gathering; as such, 
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their meaning or implication is not heavily dependent 
upon their source, particularly if one accepts omnis-
cience on the narrator's part. 
A third type of "commentary" can be found in the 
form of certain judgments that branch away from the 
mainstream of events or conditions, seeming to stand.\ 
apart from the story. At times, Updike in~icates this 
outside commentary within parentheses, such as: 
And: 
When he opened the door to her (she always 
looked a little startled and wary, but 
why?--who could she expect it to be but 
him?), his heart would fill his chest .••. 
(pp. 103-104) 
There was, in her rising from beside him to 
don white, something blasphemous and yet. 
holy, a reassumption of virginity emblematic 
of the (to a man) mysterious inviolabi.lity 
of a woman. 
(p. 105) 
In each case above, the commentator is unknown--granting, 
of course, that the comment is reported by the unnamed nar-
rator. In each case, too, the parenthetic expression could 
easily be deleted without significantly changing the story's 
• meaning. 
But inclusion lends dimension and intrigue. Innuendo 
in the first instance suggests that the young man might 
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have lost his love to a rival. At the very least, one's 
curiosity is aroused. And the ambiguity of the second 
example, " ( to a man)," is particularly interesting because 
"a man" is not identified. Does this mean any man? Every 
man? A particular man? If a particular man, which one? 
Narrator? Protagonist? Who is to say? 
Updike's most important usage of this third type of 
"commentary" (judgment outside the story's mainstream) is 
contained in his climax of "The Morning." Its signifi-
cance is such that analysis in small segments would be 
more meaningful than consideration of the section in total. 
He rose from the chair in a rage; why didn't 
she know, know how he wanted her now, not in 
white, but in blue or green or brown? This 
was the woman he wanted, the woman much like 
other women, the woman who talked awry in 
restaurants, who wanted to marry him, the 
woman who came to him and not the woman, in 
white, who left. 
(p. 108) 
This passage begins with a simple declarative statement. 
Then, using a semi-colon to separate his independent clauses, 
Updike abruptly switches to thoughtful introspection. What 
a strange choice the semi-colon is here! Considered super-
ficially, the two statements do not seem closely enough 
related to warrant its use. Yet, how better could Updike 
make his protagonist and his narrator seem to merge while 
simultaneously retaining their own separate identities? 
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The first part of the sentence stems directly from nar-
rator observation of the young man's action and narrator 
judgment of his mental state; the second part seems more 
the desperate utterance of the young lover himself. In 
effect, the two become one--lending credibility to the 
statements offered. A reader, caught up in the mounting· 
tension, would almost automatically tend to accept the 
angry soul-searching as coming directly from the young 
man without giving conscious thought to the intermediary 
position of the narrator. 
He had accepted her leaving because of the 
pledge to return ~he left behind, the clothes 
that at last he recognized as her essential 
clothes, the everyday clothes that contained 
her other costumes, as skin is beneath all 
cloth and white is the spin of all colors. 
He had dreaded in marriage the loss of their 
mornings, their transposition into the 
shadowy scale of night. 
(p. 108) 
Here a distance between narrator and protagonist is renewed. 
Updike returns, in these two sentences, to simple declara-
tion: 
" 
"He had accepted. • " "He had dreaded. . • • • • 
We find here little more than straightforward reportage by 
an omniscient narrator who relates his protagonist's under-
standing (however prejudiced or incomplete it might be) of 
the broken love affair. 
Updike then pursues a surprising course: 
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But she had not explained to him that the 
mornings were a gift, an extravagance on 
her part which could be curtailed. 
(p. 108) 
"Surprising" to say the least! Up to this point, no 
mention has been made of the "other" side of the story. 
This particular section of "The Morning" is of 
utmost importance for two·reasons. First, it suggests 
either omniscience on the narrator's part with respect 
to the young nurse, or some informational pipeline between 
the two of them. Second, it indicates that the narrator 
is more enlightened than his protagonist. The nurse "had 
not explained to him. [the young man] that the mornings 
were a gift," yet the narrator knows. This knowledge by 
the narrator opens a whole new realm of possibility. Is 
"The Morning" really the young man's story, after all? 
Or is it the narrator's understanding of the affair? If 
so, would "The Morning" then become the narrator's story? 
Why is the young man granted only partial understanding 
of his problem? The reader is allowed the privilege of 
learning something he does not know. If he could gain 
access to this one little bit of information, would it 
help him to cope with his situation any more realistically 
than he seems to? Updike obviously doesn't want him to. 
But one thing is certain. Because the reader is permitted 
a different (higher?) level of understanding than the 
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protagonist, this discrimination makes both the char-
acterization of the young man and his debilitating 
experience all the more pathetic. 
She had been neglectful not to explain 
this, and she was wrong now not to know 
that he, lagging behind her a distance 
of months, had followed in the steps of 
her love and now had reached the exact 
point she had reached when they had last 
parted, and that she had only to stop, 
and turn, and take one step up the stairs 
to meet him. Yes, she was stupid, hasty, 
and cruel not to know his heart, not to 
hear the great cry issuing from this room; 
and this blunt vision of her limitations failed.to dull his love but instead dread-fully sharpened it, for love begins in 
earnest when we love what is limited. 
(p. 108) 
These two sentences take on a tone unlike any other 
within "The Morning." These are moral judgments. Someone 
is pointing an accusing finger: "She had been neglectful 
. • . , and she was wrong. .. 
" "Yes, she was stupid, • • 
hasty, and cruel not to know his heart •. " Her accuser • • 
cannot be the young lover because "she had not explained to 
him •. " These judgments, then, must come from the • • 
narrator. 
Note how the section ends: " love begins in • • • 
earnest when we love what is limited." This line can 
justifiably be pinpointed as "climactic" for several rea-
sons. It directly follows the series of accusations 
(being, actually, "tacked on" to the second sentence--
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almost tossed away as an afterthought). Also, it ends a · 
paragraph of mounting tension and immediately precedes 
the story's only spoken words. But most significantly, 
it is the only instance in nine pages of text where Updike 
uses a first-person pronoun. First person, plural: "we." 
I believe that this single usage of a first-person 
pronoun in "The Morning" can hardly be considered a blunder 
or oversight on the author's part. Updike could just as 
easily have written, "Love begins in earnest when people 
love what is limited," or, "It is human nature for love to 
begin in earnest when the object of love is limited," or 
something. similar. But, instead, he chose "we." My in-
clination would be to call it "deliberate," and to sub-
stantiate my charge by calling attention to Updike's 
careful preparation throughout the entire paragraph: the 
new and different tone; disclosure of significant informa-
" tion withheld from the protagonist; possible omniscience 
with regard to the girl; the accusing mora·1 judgments 
against her; and, finally, a statement with universal 
overtones which analyzes and explains the young man's 
predicament in ten simple words: •• love begins in " • 
earnest when we love what is limited." I believe that 
Updike wants his statement to be personal; he wants to 
touch the r.eader directly; he wants his words to speak for 
any and all people reluctant to accept the end of a love 
affair; he wants the young man's experience to be the 
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• experience of everyone who has loved, has lost, and has 
felt the pain of longing and regret. 
The reader should not, however, be led to conclude 
that John Updike (personally) is the narrator of "The 
Morning." This position is not defensible based purely 
on the story's text. Rather, one must acknowledge a sepa-
ration between real author and "implied author." 1 Updike 
speaks to the reader, of course, but not directly. A 
moral position taken within fiction is not necessarily 
the author's posi tion--merely that of the "implied author" 
and/or narrator. 
If we can compare the three stories discussed thus 
far, Updike's '' implied author" in "The Morning" stands 
much closer to the characters and to the reader than he 
does in either "Four Sides of One Story" or "Leaves." In 
all cases, however, Updike works and speaks through his 
fictional representations. "The Morning" narrator repre-
sents but one Updike vehicle of communication to the 
reading public; Updike sets his puppet in motion and Updike 
controls the strings. But, since all the expressed thoughts 
technically filter through the narrator, ~hey arise from 
his (the narrator's) selective consciousness--dependent 
either upon the powers of omniscience Updike bestows upon 
him or upon his own interpretations of any given situation, 
however he derives his conclusions. In a sho~t story such 
as "The Morning," we cannot ignore or .should not underestimate 
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th,e enormous influence that a narrator's selectivity 
imposes; it remains for each reader to judge his reli-
ability, and to accept or reject this influence when 
interpreting a piece of fiction. 
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CHAPTER IV: "MY LOVER HAS DIRTY FINGERNAILS" 
The man stood up when the woman 
entered the room, or, to be exact, was 
standing behind his desk when she opened 
the door. 
(p. 164) 
This, the opening sentence of "My Lover Has Dirty 
Fingernails," immediately tells a reader two things: 
The story will be narrated in third person (at least, it 
begins so) ; 9-nd two characters-- "the man" and "the wo-
man" --will engage in some sort of confrontation. · But 
before he allows the encounter to develop, Updike very 
carefully constructs a background against which the dia-
logue will take place. His words "to be exact" hint at 
the kind of "exact" preparation Updike sets forth. 
Following this first sentence is the continuation 
of a single unbroken paragraph describing the room itself, 
its two occupants, and- some of the woman's thoughts and 
conclusions about "the man.'~ That the opening paragraph 
covers a page and a half of a short story only ten and 
a half pages long (almost fifteen per cent of its total 
length) testifies to the importance of Updike's exposition. 
The author shows rather than tells; his narrator takes 
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the reader into the room where a drama will unfold, but 
allows him (the reader) only a gradual awareness of the 
• 
• circumstances surrounding these two people. 
Updike first pictures the room: 
The room was square and furnished in a 
strange cool manner, midway between a home (the pale·-detailed Japanese prints on the 
wall, the thick carpet whose blue seemed 
a peculiarly intense shade of silence, the black slab sofa with its single prism-
shaped pillow of Airfoam) and an office, 
which it was, though no instruments or books were on view. 
(p. 164) 
This kind of detail serves primarily as mood-enhancer. 
The room is "strange[ly] cool," with "pale-detailed" 
prints, a "blue" carpet (an "intense shade of silence"), 
and a "black" sofa. If the "prism-shaped pillow" is 
bright, we are not apprised of its color. The pillow 
is "Airfoam" and the sofa a "slab." There is no softness 
here, no warmth. The mood is irnmediate·ly and conclusively 
uncluttered, quiet, cold, clean--perhaps sterile--as im-
personal as Updike's description. 
We learn that the room.is an "office," but the specific 
kind of office we are not told. That "instruments" and 
"books" are mentioned (though none "were on view") suggests 
the professional office of a doctor, but.only after the 
wo~an begins spe~king is this suggestion confirmed. The 
area described is exactly "square," as is the purring air 
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conditioner--later equated· with the "square muzzle of a 
dragon pinched beneath the sash" (p. 165). 
So the time is summer. But the two characters are 
unruffled by the heat. Each is presented as possessing 
the very same cool, calculated, colorless precision as 
the room: 
The man and woman both were impeccably 
groomed. The woman wore a gray linen suit, 
with white shoes and a white pocketbook, 
her silvery blond hair done up tightly in 
a French roll. She never wore a hat. 
Today she ~ore no gloves. The man wore 
a summer. suit of a gray slightly lighter 
than the woman' s . • • • The rnan had a 
full head of half-gray hair, rather wavy, 
and scrupulously brushed, a touch vainly, 
so that a lock overhung his forehead, as 
if he were a youth. 
(pp. 164-165) 
All colors of both characters are neutral hues--her "gray 
linen suit," "white shoes,-" "white pocketbook," "silvery 
blond hair"; his "summer suit of a gray," and a "full 
head of half-gray hair"--a predominance of grays and 
whites which seems to signal a neutrality or indifference 
between thelll', Notice, too, the adverbs "impeccably" and 
"scrupulously," seeming to verify each character's totally 
calculated presence. Exactitude_, correctness, and pro-
priety prevail both with the room's two occupants and the 
neutral ground upon which they m~et. 
The section describing these two people also 
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gives the reader a clue to limits of the narrator's 
powers of observation. "She never wore a hat," he re-
ports. Never? If we accept this statement as accurate, 
then we can assume that the narrator has maintained a 
very close contact with the woman over a consi~erable 
period of time; otherwise, he (she?) could hardly be in 
a position to furnish this kind of detail. 
But the narrator's knowledge of her is not limited 
to her outward appearance. Updike also allows him (the 
narrator) to invade the woman's consciousness. And, at 
this point of the first paragraph, description switches 
from objective reportage to subjective judgment: 
The woman had guessed he was about ten years 
older than she. In addition to the possi-bility of vanity, she read into this casually 
overhanging forelock a suggestion of fatigue· 
••• and an itch to apologize, to excuse herself, scratched her throat and made her limbs bristle with girlish nervousness •.•. She peeked through [the "window in the wall 
of impersonality between them"] and was struck by the fact that he seemed neither handsome 
nor ugly. She did not know what to make of it, or what she was expected to make ••.• The customary flutter of panic seized her . 
• • • She felt the lack in the room of the 
smell of a flower •••• 
(p. 165) 
Ellipses above indicate interjectional commentary b·y 
a narrator, who obviously is omniscient with regard to 
the woman's mental activity and physical responses (in a 
manner not unlike.that of "The Morning" narrator). He 
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knows what she "had guessed," what she "read," and what 
she "felt." His interjections of additional descriptive 
material alternate with her thought patterns and function 
' 
to further heighten the story's general mood. 
The narrator ~ssesses the room and the people in 
it, confirming a "wall of impersonality between them"; 
he observes an enigmatic man, face "foreshortened down-
ward . . • heavy and petulant" (p. 16 5) , and a nervous 
woman, "bare hands squeez[ing] the pocketbook" (p. 165). 
The reader can also be pretty sure that this is not their 
first meeting because, as the narrator states, she was 
seized with "the customaray flutter of panic" (italics 
added). Updike's first paragraph builds subtly, yet 
convincingly--apprehension on the woman's part and "inno-
cent[?] expectation" (p. 165). on the man's--a potentially 
uncomfortable situation for both of them. 
After his opening paragraph, Updike departs from 
descriptive narrative and allows one of his characters 
to speak: 
"I saw him only once this week," she 
said at last. Out of polite habit she 
waited for a reply, then remembered that 
there was no politeness here, and forced 
herself to go on alone. 
I) 
(pp. 165-166) 
The man and the woman are meeting to discuss "him"--an 
uninvited third party. Relinquishing the "habit" of 
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politeness and forcing herself to continue speaking 
without having received a reply, she seems even more 
ill at ease. Her monologue continues for another half 
page, during which the reader is able to identify the 
"h'im" referred to initially as her ex-lover. 
She looked at the catch on her purse 
and decided she had begun badly. 
(p. 166) 
The narrator's comment here is both external and internal. 
To notice where she "looked" requires no special talent, 
but only one with omniscient power could know what she 
"decided." That she cares enough to analyze the impact 
her -words might have on him indicates an exceptional 
awareness of the impression she is creating; that she 
believes her effort to be a bad beginning should alert 
the reader to weigh her words and ·her actions very care- -
fully. Each utterance, each movement, may be as precisely 
calculated as each element of her dress and her appear-
ance--all based upon her concept of propriety and influenced 
by her desire to impress favorably. 
ness: 
The omniscient narrator remains within her conscious-
The man's disapproval was as real to her as 
the sound of the air conditioner. It flowed 
toward h.er, enveloped her in gray coolness [!], and she wondered if it was wrong of her 
to feel it, wrong of her to desire his 
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approval. She tried to lift her face as 
if she were not flirting. 
(p. 166) 
Several conclusions can be drawn from her thoughts as 
related here. Though it was she who initiated the awkward 
conversation with her ex-lover, she feels uncomfortable 
revealing intimate details of her reaction to their meeting. 
She is overly conscious of how she is being received by 
the man across the desk; she inwardly admits "desir[ing] 
his approval"--wonders if it is "wrong"; yet, all the while 
seeking his approval, she feels guilty about doing so. 
And her discomfort intensifies as the result of what she 
believes to be "disapproval" on his part, but the so-called 
disapproval is not confirmed; the narrator states only 
that disapproval was "real to her." The man himself has 
yet to speak. 
Furthermore, we learn something else about the woman's 
relationship to this quiet man. She tries to lift her face 
"as if she were not flirting." Whether or not her action 
actually is flirtatious is not the important factor here. 
It is her sensitivity to such an interpretation which adds 
the extra dimension to their meeting--a possible personal 
relationship between them in addition to the professional 
relationship expected. 
In another room she would have known herself 
to be considered a beautiful woman. Here 
75 
' 
beauty ceased to exist, and she was dis-
armed, realizing how much she depended on 
it for protection and concealment. She 
wondered if she should try to express 
this. 
(p. 166) 
Her thoughts concerning the protective nature of beauty 
and her disarmament under the circumstances of this meet-
ing reveal a highly developed sense of self-realization 
and a seeming unwillingness to practice self-deception. 
But, at the same time, her decision not to express this 
. feeling openly suggests that she intends to be selective 
in what she will communicate to the man. This conscious 
selectivity on her part tends to verify that her outward 
presence here might be something short of trustworthy; or, 
in other words, her appearance may belie her "real" nature. 
The na~rator notices a brief movement by the man, but 
he immediately returns to the woman's consciousness: 
The man readjusted himself in the chair 
with a quickness that she took for a sign of 
impatience. She believed she had an honest 
gift for saying what he did not want to hear. She tried to say something that, in its frank-
ness and confusion-, would please him. "I'm 
suppressing," she said. 
(pp. 166-167) 
The passage cited here is little more than additional evi-
dence of the woman's preoccupation with trying to please. 
Again we find that she is self-conscious and hesitant; 
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again we see her quickness to spot what she believes to 
be "impatience." Her confession, "'I'm suppressing,'" 
offers a clue to the man's identity: psychoanalyst. 
This, of course, is confirmed once he is drawn into the 
convers·ation. 
But the most interesting thing about th~ first three 
pages of "My Lover Has Dirty Fingernails" is that Updike 
provides so much detail about the relationship between 
these two people by description and inference only--without 
a single word from the man involved. Updike disseminates 
this information through a vacillating point of view. His 
narrator moves constantly. At one moment he is reading 
the woman's thoughts; next, he is outside, viewing the 
overall scene from some other location in the room. Often 
the transition occurs in mid-sentence. The woman's thoughts 
and the narrator's comments merge. At the same time, the 
narrator seems deliberately to refrain from commenting 
about the man's thoughts or responses to the woman's mono-
logue. She might just as well occupy the office alone. 
The net effect of Updike's technique is a narrative 
which seems totally a product of the woman's • consciousness; 
the story seems to come from her on a direct line rather 
than only partially filtered through her mind. Dialogue, 
,of course, is always first-person, but the author never 
deviates from a strict third-person point of view in the 
intermediate material. 
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The .story line of "My Lover Has Dirty Fingernails" 
' is straightforward and predictable--not worth examining 
in detail. In short, the woman· openly (though often 
selectively) bares her innermost feelings about her ex-
lover to a psychoanalyst; he listens to her and attempts 
to interpret; she leaves his office, tacitly agreeing to 
return the following week. 
Beneath this level of understanding, however, runs 
a second story--the story of a woman's struggle to cope 
with a lost love through transference of that love to 
her doctor. And it is this second story that becomes 
apparent in John Updike's manipulation of point of view. 
What the woman has to say throughout "My Lover Has Dirty 
Fingernails" should always be considered in light of her 
thoughts at the time and her inner justification for 
attempting to lead the interview in one direction or 
another. 
Consider the matter of appearance. I have already 
called attention to Updike's precise descriptions of the 
woman and her doctor. This detail is no exercise in 
flowery rhetoric. It specifically sets up a standard 
against which the woman's ex-lover can be measured; and, 
by comparison, he suffers quite badly at her hands. She 
makes a considerable issue of his imperfections--physical, 
psychological, and personal. For example, in her opening 
monologue, the woman says, 
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"He ~ould have talked to me longer, but 
I walked away. I couldn't take it. It 
wasn't his voice so much, it was his smile; 
when we were •.• seeing each other, I 
used to think that there was a smile only 
I could bring out in him, a big grin when-
ever he saw me that lit up his whole face 
and showed all his crooked teeth. . • • " 
(p. 166) 
The adjective "crooked" is an unnecessary part of her 
statement but, by casting the slur, she alleviates some 
of her own pain and bitterness. After all, by her·own 
admission, "'[she] couldn't take it.'" So she strikes 
back. 
In a similar manner, the woman makes other derogatory 
remarks about Paul (this·,~ the lover's name, is disclosed 
on p, 173) as a weapon against the doctor, Without any 
clear-cut expressed purpose, she relates her fear that "he 
might be effeminate" (p. 169), berates him for being what 
she considers "lazy" (p, 170) and "sloppy" (p. 170), calls 
attention to "a hole in his T-shirt" (p, 170)--immediately 
adding that it "just killed" her--and comments on his sup-
posed lack of bodily cleanliness: 
"And then in lovemaking, I'd sometimes 
notice--is this too terrible, shall I 
stop?--I'd notice that his fingernails 
were dirty." 
(p. 170) 
At the same time she reproaches Paul, she doesn't hesitate 
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to revel in her own (superior, more acceptable) image at 
his expense: 
"I've always felt I had to pay great atten-
tion to my appearance." 
(p. 170) 
The woman's tirade is not justifiable unless we con-
sider the underlying cause for it--a cause known only to 
her and the narrator. The first of her disparaging remarks 
is dropped almost casually in a general discussion about 
clothes: 
"He was quite lazy about his own clothes." 
(p. 170) 
But her remark fails to elicit the anticipated response, 
so she retaliates: 
He didn't respond, and to punish him 
she went ahead with the topic that she knew 
annoyed him. "He was sloppy. Even dressed 
up, the collars of his shirts looked unbut-
toned, and he wore things until they fell 
apart." 
(p. 170; italics added) 
Her charges seem excessive, possibly exaggerated, and the 
reader is struck by the incongruity of the man she de-
scribes ever having appealed to her as a lover. This 
conclusion, of course, is based on her demeanor as pre~ 
sented in the story thus far. • But the accusations make 
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more sense i.f we pause to consider that she speaks in 
angry rebuttal to the doctor's silence; her moves are 
strat~gically planned to have ·'him join in the "game" ac-
cording to her rules. Throughout their meeting she tries 
to manipulate, to second-guess his silence and his moti-
vations. She is, in effect, "making a play'' for him. 
This effort on her part can be more clearly distinguished 
if we ignore the dialogue, for the moment, and examine 
only her inner thoughts as recorded by the narrator over 
several pages: 
When he did speak, the level of his interest often seemed to her disappoint-ingly low. 
(p. 167) 
He cut her short with a flipping gesture 
of his hand; his occasional rudeness 
startled her, si.nce she could not imagine he had learned it .from any book. She found herself, lately, afraid for him; 
·he seemed too nafve and blunt. She felt him in constant danger of doing something • incorrect. 
(p. 167) 
But as always she inspected his responses 
conscientiously for a clue. She had re-
verted, in their conversations, again and 
again to this rural fantasy, as if, being 
so plainly a fantasy, it necessarily con-
tained an explanation of her misery. 
Perhaps he was, with this appearance of 
mer~ly male impatience, trying to lead her .. into acknowledgment that she was too eager 
to dive to the depths. His effort, insofar 
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as it was visible, seemed rather to direct 
attention to what-was not obvious about 
the obvious. 
(pp. 167-168) 
She was suddenly full of feelings about herself in the city, graceful, urgent feelings of sunlight and release that she 
was sure explained ·a great deal about her. 
(p. 168) 
She wondered if he wasn't overdirect-ing her. She was sure he shouldn't. "I don't remember," she said, realizing, with 
a flash of impatience, that he ·would make 
too much of this. "You think I did." 
(pp. 168-169) 
As long as the analyst remains relatively silent, 
the woman is in control--or, at leas_t, she believes she 
is. But he sees, through her; he seems to recognize her 
motives and destroys the fa9ade by delivering an inter-
pretation of her story that temporarily deflates her ego. 
_ He expounds his theories for more than a full page, and 
all she can manage is stunned surprise: 
She sat shocked. It hadn't been like 
that. Had it? 
(p. 171) 
or brief, feeble defenses: 
"I've explained about the dress.'' 
(p. 171) 
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and: 
"But he was fine in bed." 
(p. 171) 
The woman attempts a restoration to her former dominant 
position by rationalizing within herself: 
She felt sorry for him. There it was, he had made his little Thursday effort, and it was very pretty and clever, and used most 
of the strands, but it didn't hold her; she 
escaped. 
(p. 172) 
inunediately followed by a gentle "put-down"--calling 
attention to a mere petty annoyance: 
Shyly she glanced at the air conditioner and 
asked, "Could that be turned lower? I can hardly hear you." 
(p. 172) 
In doing so, she breaks the tension-filled atmosphere, 
seeming to catch him off guard: 
He seemed surprised, rose awkwardly, 
and turned it off •••• 
He shrugged, displeased with himself. 
(p. 172) 
These few remarks by the narrator call attention to 
themselves by reason of the fact that they are so different 
83 
from anything preceding them. To whom does he seem 
"surprised"? By whose judgment did he move "awkwardly"? 
If Updike's style were consistent with the rest of the 
story (so far), then the narrator might say that "he 
seemed surprised to her" or "she thought he seemed sur-
prised." But the narrator doesn't say this. Instead, 
he seems to allow more than the usual distance between 
himself and the woman, simultaneously shifting closer to 
the man. To say he (the doctor) was "displeased with 
himself" moves the narrator into the doctor's conscious-
ness; otherwise, he could not know of the~ displeasure. 
The narrator does not suggest that he seemed displeased; 
he states that he was. 
But here Updike's narrator visits the analyst's mind 
only briefly. Conversation resumes, as does the tension: 
"If that's what I saw in him, what 
did he see in me?" 
"I feel you fishing for a compliment." 
. "I'm not, I'm not fishing. I don't 
want compliments from you, I want the truth. 
I need help. I'm ridiculously unhappy, and I want to know why, and I don't feel you're 
telling me. I feel we' re at cross-purposes." 
"Can you elaborate on this?" 
"Do you really want me to?" 
He had become totally still in his 
chair, rigid--she brushed away the impres-
sion--as if with fright. 
(pp. 172-173) 
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The woman has now maneuvered herself into a corner, 
• • • • 
a position from which she can hardly extricate herself. 
To save face, she must now declare openly what is bother-
ing her. She begins tentatively: 
"We 11" . • • "when I came to you, I'd 
got the idea .from somewhere that by this 
time sometping would have happened between 
us, that I, in some sort of way, perfectly 
controlled and safe, would have ••• 
fallen in love with you." 
(p. 173) 
The doctor, as might be expected, remains silent; 
before the woman can continue speaking, the narrator 
notices and comments upon her presence: 
She looked up for help, and saw none •. She 
went on, in a voice that, since the silen-
cing of the air conditioner, seemed harsh 
and blatant to her. 
(p. 173) 
She speaks again: 
''What's worse • • . I feel the opposite has 
happened. I keep getting the feeling that 
you've fallen in love with me." Now she 
hurried. "So I feel tender toward you, and 
·want to protect you, and pretend not to 
reject you, and it gets in the way of every-
thing. You put me in the position where a 
woman can't be honest, or weak, or herself. 
You make me be strategic, and ashamed of 
what I feel toward Paul, because it bothers 
you. There. That's the first time today 
either of us has dared to mention his name. 
You're jealous. I pity you. • •• " 
(p. 173) 
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Notice h.er choices of words and phrases: "reject," "gets 
in the way of everything," "can't be honest," "weak," 
"strategic," "ashamed," "bothers," ''jealous," "pity." A 
venernous attack to salvage her pride and regain her equi-
librium. 
Her affair with Paul having ended, she had attempted 
self-purification by casting aspersions in his direction. 
Lonely and unhappy, she sought love from her doctor--over 
and above the understanding and solace usually expected 
of a psychoanalyst. Now, sensing his rejection, too, she 
again feels the need for retaliation. Disappointed that 
he has expressed no romantic interest in her, she accuses 
him of exactly that. Finding him unresponsive as a human 
male, she strips him of human qualities, rendering him 
(in her judgment) an inanimate non-person: 
" . 
• • • 
out of 
making 
thing. 
I can't picture you ever getting 
this room, or getting drunk, or 
love, or needing a bath, or any-
I'm sorry." 
(p. 174) 
Her regular Thursday· session ended, the woman rises 
to leave. 
"I'm sure you're right," she said, 
turning at the door to s~mile; it was a big 
countryish smile, regretful at the edges. 
The white of it matched, he noticed with 
an interior decorator's eye, her hair, her 
suit, and the white of-her pocketbook and 
her shoes. "I am neurotic." 
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She closed the door. The sigh that 
he had begun while she was in the room 
seemed to have been suspended until she 
had left. He was winning, it was hap-
pening; but he was weary. Alone, in a 
soundless psychic motion like the hemi-
spherical protest of a bubble, he subsided 
into the tranquil surface of the furniture. 
(p. 174) 
The significance of these final two paragraphs cannot be 
oversta~ted. They alter the whole impact of "My Lover Has 
Dirty Fingernails." 
Consider, first, only her spoken words of the pen-
ultimate paragraph. No longer the dominating discussion 
leader, she has changed. She is more docile and submissive. 
She acquiesces. She calls him "right." She acknowledges, 
Next, analyze the psychoanalyst's accomplishments. 
He has convinced her of his own righteousness; she has 
forfeited a substantial portion of her identity with the 
past, becoming more and more like him.· Though "regretful 
at the edges," even her "countryish smile" is now as 
"white" (sterilized?) as everything·else in his office. 
It is important to recognize that the whiteness of her 
smile is something "he noticed.". It has become apparent 
that the narrator has abandoned his sanctuary in the wo-
rn~n's mind, crossed the desk, and taken up residence 
within the doctor. And this new point of view remains 
constant to the story's end. 
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"He was winning, it was happening. • • • " So! The 
direction their session had taken was coldly calculated 
by the doctor. The game had .really been played according 
to his rules, not hers--and "he was winning." 
"It was happening": she was falling in love with 
him--was rechanneling her feelings for Paul toward him 
instead. A medically acceptable prescription for relieving 
the pain of a broken heart: emotional transference! 
Finally, John Updike drops his "bomb": "Alone, in 
the soundless psychic motion like the hemispherical pro-
test of a bubble, he subsided into ·the tranquil surface 
of the furniture." This judgment comes from a narrator 
who has stayed behind--has remained to observe the analyst 
after his patient has departed. 
The narrator's comment sparks immediate reaction in 
the perceptive reader. There is a nagging familiarity 
about the concept of the doctor subsiding "into the tran-
quil surface of the furniture .·n One cannot help thinking, 
maybe that's really where he has been throughout the entire 
story. He lacks compassion. He stands aloof. Impersonal. 
He fails to respond in any positive human sense to the. 
needs of another human being. 
We recall her remark about being unable to picture 
him "'ever getting out of this room, or getting drunk, or 
" 
making love, or needing a bath, or anything.'" Of course 
not--if he is part of the furniture. We remember, too, 
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her line immediately preceding this outburst: 
". • • at least I loved somebody who loved 
me, no matter how silly you make the reasons 
for it seem." 
(pp. 173-174) 
She is right! Suddenly ·the reader is able to see certain 
aspects of "My Lover Has Dirty Fingernails" in a new light; 
some of Updike's deliberate contrasts make a different kind 
of sense. Her whites and grays had seemed exactly right 
and proper, and the dress she wore with Paul--"an orangey-
brown one, with stripes and a round neckline" (p. 167)--
appeared to be uncharacteristically gaudy. She had been 
defensive about the dress: 
"It's a casual dress. It's young. It's not 
the identity a woman comes to the city in. 
" • • • 
" • • • The dress is simple. It's not 
shabby." 
(p. 168) 
The woman is concerned about. her "identity," arid it 
seems she has different identities for the suburbs and the 
city. But what is her true identity? What is her true 
color? In an "orangey-brown" dress she is a~ "farm girl" 
(p. 167), as Paul used to call her--or, using the doctor's 
word, "earth-girl" (p. 172); attired in grays and whites 
she projects an image of the urban sophisticate, imitating 
the also-g~ay doctor in his also-gray natural habitat. 
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One is struck by the contrast: in orangey-brown she 
"'loved somebody who loved [her]'"; in her colorful clothes 
she was aggressive, vibrant, alive; in gray she cowers with 
anxiety, choosing each word with care, fearful of displeas-
ing; in gray she is cold and remote, an instrument to be 
dehumanized by a less than human manipulator. "He is win-
ning." - But she was so much happier, more comfortable, in 
orangey-brown; and hope arises within the reader that she 
will be able to find some way to escape his influence. 
This new and different evaluation of the role each of 
the two characters plays in "My Lover Has Dirty :Fingernails" 
is accomplished totally through Updike's switch in point 
of • view. The narrator's final comment exposes the psycho-
analyst for what he really is--not the quiet, understanding, 
patient listene~- one had supposed he should be or hoped he 
was. Rather, he is a calculating, mechanical, inanimate 
sounding-board for human passion and grief--isolated in his 
sterile laboratory, "alone, in a soundless psychic motion 
like the hemispherical protest of a bubbleu--nothing more 
than a part of the "tranquil surface of the furniture." 
Maintaining a single point of view, consistently cen-
tered in the unnamed woman's consciousness, would have 
produced one story. John Updike's last two paragraphs 
make "My Lover Has Dirty. Fingernails" a different--and 
much better--one. 
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CONCLUSION 
Four short stories; four different points of view. 
More precisely, I have examined two variations of the 
first-person point of view and two of third-person. 
These few examples by no means cover the range of 
possible approaches each writer has at his disposal; they 
do not begin to touch the wide variety of techniques John 
Updike has employed over the years. Furthermore, the 
four stories discussed here are not intended to represent 
the "Best of Updike" or even "Typical Updike." I believe 
that when any. work of art can be called "typical" of its 
creator, then that artist has stagnated--stopped growing. 
In my opinion, this is not the case where Updike is con-
cerned. His latest short-story collection, Museums and 
Women--particularly his ten pieces in the section entitled 
"Other Modes"--testifies·that Updike is still expanding, 
still experimenting. 
What, then, is the value of my study? Is it possible 
to draw any conclusions from a comparative study of the 
material both preceding and following just a few stories 
extracted from The Music School? Conclusions? No. But I 
do think that we can isolate certain tendencies or trends 
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and also observe a growth and refinement in Updike's 
career through 1973. 
One fact is so obvious that it can easily be over-
looked: Point-of-view never happens accidentally; it 
always results through a conscious choice--one that must 
be made by an author before his ideas can assume form 
and substance. So, when a writer chooses one point of 
view over another, he does so because he believes that 
particular point of view to be "right" for his purposes. 
His so-called "purposes," however, may be either 
technical or personal. Technically speaking, he may need 
to use a particular viewpoint to achieve a specific effect 
--for example, irony; if so, then the irony necessary to 
his design might be lost if the story were told from any 
other point of view. Under these or similar conditions, 
a writer's decision about desired effect must precede--
and determine--his choice of point of view. 
But it is also possible that a writer may favor cer-
tain points of view for no reason other than that some 
vantage poihts are personally more "comfortable" for him 
to work with than others; in other words, to him they seem 
more compatible with his thought patterns and writing 
style. When a writer's natural style becomes the influ-
ential force, then he probably writes a greater number of 
stories using that preferred point of view. If or when 
this happens, we usually find a similarity in the effect 
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the chosen point of view produces (i.e., a tendency 
toward uniformity in narrator type, narrator distance 
from the reader, degree of omniscience, etc.). 
It seems to me that John Updike's fictional output 
from 1954 through 1973 reflects a specific pattern with 
regard to point of view. If we chart Updike's use of 
"person" in all his collected short ~tories (consult 
Appendix A, pp. 134-135) we can see that third-person 
stories outnumber first-person stories by a ratio of 
slightly more than two to one. A similar analysis of 
Updike's novels reveals that four out of six are written 
in third person, one (Of The Farm) is first-person, and 
one (The Centaur) alternates by chapters between the two 
points of view. · But statistics are often meaningless 
(or, at times, misleading) without elaboration and/or 
clarification. 
The most interesting item appearing on my "person" 
chart is the breakdown of first/third-person stories in 
The Same Door. In this volume, Updike's first published 
collection, only one. o·f sixteen short stories ( "The Hap-
piest I've Been") is written in the first person. Even 
more interesting is the fact that original publication of 
the sixteen stories dates from 1954 through 1959, with 
"The Happiest I've Been" being the only_one of the·sixteen 
to appear the final year. What this really means is that 
every piece of fiction--all short stories and the one novel, 
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The Poorhouse FaiP--that John Updike published over the 
first five years of his career (1954-1958) uses a third-
person narrator. 
Numbers and ratios, however, are little more than 
.- _,:" .... ,,, .,,., 
cold statistics--indicators rather than items of substance. 
It is far more important to apply these statistics in what 
we might call an "effectiveness" study: what does this 
set of facts suggest about Updike's effectiveness as a 
writer? 
Sheer volume of output attests· .to the fact that, 
early in his career, John Updike obviously preferred to 
use third-person narration--for whatever reason--in effect, 
placing an anonymous spokesman between his fictional char-
acters and himself. We can only conclude that this was 
intentional on Updike's part. He did, after all, have an 
open choice of point of view. 
I believe that Updike's calculated separation of 
author and character suggests a certain self-consciousness 
--not uncommon, I suppose, in beginning writers. This is 
particularly interesting in light of the fact that so many 
of his early stories (and many of the recent ones, too) 
are thought to be largely autobiographical. As do most 
fiction writers, John Updike draws heavily upon personal 
experience in creating the characters, locale, and situa-
tions within his work; he makes little effort to disguise 
details that are a recognizable part of his own life 
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history. But even when he writes about the childhood 
and adolescence of ·a small-town boy, or about an older 
man facing the stresses and strains of marriage--all 
experiences he may possibly have undergone personally--
Updike seems more comfortable with "he" than "I." 
Separation between an author and his characters is 
-most easily accomplished through an intervening third 
party (the narrator); however, separation can also be 
achieved by other means. In "The Happiest I've Been," 
for example, Neil Hovey (Updike's first-person narrator/ 
protagonist) recalls an experience separated by both time 
and distance from the telling. Neil's Christmas and New 
Year holidays of h.is year as a college sophomore carry a 
much deeper significance to him as he later tells the 
story than they did as the events took place. 
Similarly, if we can consider for a moment a later 
(more substantial) Updike work The Centaur, we realize 
that here, too, the detachment brought about through an 
imposition of time and distance in a first-person narration 
is an effective tool in Updike's hands. Peter Caldwell 
tells a very different story in retrospect than he would 
have if he had related his experiences at the time they 
occurred. Moffett and McElheny call this technique 
"Detached Autobiography": . 
[The speaker] tells about what happened 
to him in the past. Now he is in a frame of 
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mind that has changed greatly since the time 
h.e underwent the experience he describes, a 
frame of mind that may even be a result of 
what he has learned from the experience • 
• • . By one means or another, but ultimately 
always by the passage of time, the speaker has 
arrived ~t the uriderstanding of his experience he must have in order to discuss it with a 
neutral, watchful audience. 1 
The Centaur is not as much about Peter Caldwell's boyhood 
experiences as it is about his understanding of the deep 
personal relationship he shared with his father. The 
"detached" autobiographical point of view illustrates, 
as no other point of view could possibly do, that only 
with time and distance could Peter finally learn what he 
was unable to appreciate as a child. 
"Detached autobiography" is a common type of first-
person narration in John Updike's canon, but it is by no 
means the only first-person form he uses. "Lifeguard," 
from the Pigeon Feathers collection, is a truly effective 
"interior monologue." 2 But the point of view Updike 
chooses for ''Lifeguard" is an exception rather than the 
rule. First-person interior monologues are not very 
plentiful in John Updike's work; the third-person indirect 
internal monolog~e is more often his preferred form of 
expression. In fact, most of Updike's first-person stories 
convey the feeling that the narrator is writing his account 
rather than talking or thinking. Few of them, however, 
' 
specifically indicate a written form such as we found in 
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"Leaves." These first-person stories often lack spon~ 
taneity; they seem almost too well-organized to simulate 
"off-the-cuff" speech patterns. 
Updike has also experimented with various other 
techniques, but usually these are isolated samples--
writing disciplines that he employs once or twice, then 
discards. Some examples, all taken from Pigeon FeathePs, 
illustrate this experimentation. "Dear Alexandros" is 
Updike's only story (other than "Four Sides of One Story," 
examined in this paper) using the epistolary technique. 
Quite wisely, I think, Updike has abandoned this form. 
"Archangel" covers just a little more than one page; this 
short work is a first-person plea or prayer from a lover 
to his loved one. Very different from most first-person 
stories, "Archangel" is more poetry than prose. In fact, 
if the text were arbitrarily split into lines of various 
lengths, it could easily pass for non-metrical, unrhymed 
free verse. Both "The Blessed Man of Boston, My Grand-
mother's Thimble, and Fanning Island" and "Packed Dirt, 
Churchgoing, A Dying Cat, A Traded. Car" are strange pre-
sentations, as their disjointed titles imply. Each is a 
series of nostalgic unrelated vignettes strung together 
with little effort to ·achieve or maintain continuity •. 
Though each is touching in its own way, neither can be 
called a "short story'' in the usual sense because a so-
called "plot" is absent. Reading them, one has the vague 
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feeling that they represent isolated bits and pieces 
from a remote corner of Updike's mind--memories that he 
felt compelled to write down, but which he was unable to 
use as the nucleus of a short story in the traditional 
definition. 
I could continue citing various Updike avenues of 
creativity (they vary from collection to collection) but 
this would constitute a mere exercise on my part. The 
point I am trying to make is that Updike displays enormous 
ingenuity in his first-person short stories, but, in my 
opinion, they too often display little more than fanciful 
imagination and I believe that a more consistently high-
quality craftsmanship is to be found in his third-person 
presentations. First-person point of view fo1'")ces "I" to 
become the story's spokesman; Updike is at his best when 
me maintains a distance between author and characters. 
At most, in his third-person works, Updike sustains a 
considerable separation; at the very least, he preserves 
a thin membrane of consciousness. 
membrane violated. 
Only rarely is this 
As I have stated earlie~, I believe that Updike's 
vo.luntary placing of barriers (time, distance, and/or a 
third~person narrator) between himself and his characters 
denotes a self-consciousness, an inability to actually 
-beaome a character within the framework of his fiction. 
He stands apart. Not uncaring, not insensitive--but 
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somewhere in the distance, quietly observing, probing, 
penetrating. To write "I" would bring him, personally, 
closer to the action than he wants to be. • • He .insists 
upon seeing the forest as well as the trees. It is more 
natural for Updike to say "he" or "she" while, at the 
same time, knowing everything "he" or ''she" thinks and 
feels. Thus, he makes wide use of total omniscience with 
regard to all characters. From this vantage point Updike 
can provide the reader a range and depth of understanding 
that, for him, is not otherwise so easily conveyed. 
Aside from any self-consciousness that may affect 
Updike's work, however, I believe his early and continued 
preference for third-person narration is indicative of 
an attitude of the writer toward his craft. From the 
very beginning, Updike's fiction has included enormous 
detail about the commonplace. He depicts very ordinary 
characters in very ordinary situations, and he forces 
reader-awareness of each and every minute detail. 
Generally speaking, a writer creates out of experience, 
inspiration," and imagination--not necessarily weighted 
equally. Personal experiences foster autobiographical 
elements in fiction-writing; predominantly inspirational 
writers are often moved to the task by an unusually im-
portant person or event; pure fantasy is the product of 
persons dominated by a vivid imagination. Or, I expect 
it is not unusual for two of the elements to struggle. for 
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control, the gap between them bridged by the third. 
In the creative effort of John Updike, I believe ex-
perience and inspiration to be synonymous and dominant. 
If this is so, then imagination serves not as a binding 
. . . .. _.....;...,,.-
force between two poles but, rather, exists as a halo 
suspended above the art--casting a glow but never inter-
fering or establishing direct contact. Updike's imagin-
ative energy is concentrated not on plot or circumstance 
(in fact, much of his fiction is virtually devoid of 
"plot" as we normally define the word), but on colorful 
word-choice and imagery. I believe that his achievement 
is possible primarily i.n that he chooses the commonplace 
as his subject matter. He recognizes the com.Jnc>nplace in 
his own existence and sees it as the prevailing condition 
of all things and of all mankind. 
He describes, and describes, and describes--not only 
what can be observed, but also his character's and/or 
his narrator's response to various stimuli. He uses 
dialogue, too (particularly in his longer works), but it 
is not unusual for him to write several consecutive pages 
containing nothing but long, unbroken paragraphs of de-
tailed description. 
The most striking aspect of Updike's talent for 
description is that there is never a difference in the 
quality of descriptive passages, whether they be a product 
of the narrator's mind of of one of his character's. In 
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one sense this might be considered. a flaw, i.e. , sometimes 
Updike creates characters whose internal lives seem in-
congruously at qdds with their actions. A good example 
is "Rabbit" Angstrom, outwar,dly rather crude, not ext11')emely 
bright, and too often inconsiderate of others. Yet his 
internal reaction to the striking of a golf ball (as well 
as many other of h~s reactions in Rabbit, Run) displays an 
unexpected sensitivity: 
••• he looks at the ball, which sits high 
on the tee and already seems free of the 
ground. Very simply he brings the clubhead 
around his shoulder into it. The sound has 
a hollowness, a singleness he hasn't heard 
before. His arms force his head up and his 
ball is hung way out, lunarly pale against 
the beautiful black blue of storm clouds, 
his grandfather's color stretched dense 
across the east. It recedes along a line 
straight as a ruler-edge. Stricken; sphere, 
star·, speck. It ·hesitates, and. Rabbit thinks 
it will die, but he's fooled, for the ball 
makes his hesitation the ground of a final 
leap: with a kind of visible sob takes a 
last bite of space before vanishing in 
falling. 
(Rabbit, Run, p. 134) 
" ••• lunarly pale against the beautiful black blue of 
storm clouds, his grandfather's color stretched dense 
across the east." ''Stricken; sphere, star, speck." Can 
these be Rabbit's thoughts? Can he really see the beauty 
of a golf ball in flight? 
Why not? Those who would criticize what Updike has 
done here would do so because they would tend to limit the 
101 
I· 
'· 
com_monplace individual in terms of his poetic sensibility, 
claiming that if he appears externally to be uninteresting 
and prosaic, then he should remain so in all respects. 
Updike transcends these preconceptions about predictability 
in character by granting each and every one of his 1:'ic-
tional people the same aesthetic capacity that he himself 
enjoys. Who is to say that a person who normally does not 
verbalize artistically cannot see and appreciate art? 
One might argue that the responses quoted above are 
not clearly Rabbit's. Who is actually speaking? Is it 
possible that these _perceptions might be those of the 
narrator instead of Rabbit? Updike's narrator is relating 
the episode, of course, but it is not really very clear 
whose thoughts and reactions are being expressed here. 
/ 
We encountered the same problem in analyzing "The Morning" 
and "My Lover Has Dirty Fingernails." I believe that, in 
all cases, this is a deliberate Updike tactic, a positive 
aspect of his third-person narrative style. By very care-
fully mixing narrator-commentary with character-response, 
he achieves a blend that appears to come directly from a 
single source--the character. (See my discussion of this 
point in Chapter III, pp. 62-63, and Chapter IV, p. 77.) 
The narrator is always close at hand, but seemingly absent;_ 
he and the character almost beco1ne one. This merging would 
not be possible if Updike allowed a difference in internal 
perceptions and sensitivity between his narrator and his 
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character. 
John Updike's detached third-person internalized 
prose functions primarily in three ways, the first as 
dramatic device. Many scenes in Updike's works are highly 
emotional, but they never become mawkish or maudlin because 
the writer so tightly controls his narrative. Consider, 
for instance, _Janice Angstrom's drowning of her infant 
daughter: 
She tips too much trying to dig the tiny 
rubbery thing ou·t of the chair so drops to 
her knees and scoops Rebecca into her arms 
and carries her into the bathroon held 
sideways against her breasts ...• She 
drops gently to her knees by the big calm 
tub and does not expect her sleeves to be 
soaked. The water wraps around her fore-
arms like two large hands; under her eyes 
the pink baby sinks down like a gray stone. 
With a sob of protest she grapples 
for the child but the water pushes up at 
her hands, her bathrobe tends to float, 
and the slippery thing squirms in the 
sudden opacity. She has a hold, feels a 
heartbeat on her thumb, and then loses it, 
and the skin of the water leaps with pale 
refracted oblongs that she can't seize 
the solid of; it is only a moment, but a 
moment dragged out in a thicker time. 
Then she has Becky squeezed in her hands 
and it is all right. 
She lifts the living·thing into air 
and hugs it against her sopping chest. 
Water pours off them onto the bathroom 
tiles. The little weightless body flops 
against her neck and a quick look of re-
lief at the baby's face gives a fantastic 
clotted impression. A contorted memory 
of how they give artificial respiration 
pumps. Janice's cold wet arms in frantic 
rhythmic hugs; under her clenched lids 
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gre~t scarlet prayers arise, wordless, 
monotonous, and she seems to be clasping 
the knees of a vast third person whose 
name, Father, Father, beats against her 
head like physical blows. Though her wild 
heart bathes the universe in red, no spark 
kindles in the space between her arms; for 
all of her pouring prayers she doesn't 
feel the faintest tremor of an answer in 
the darkness against her. Her sense of 
the third person with them widens enor-
mously, and she knows, knows, while knocks 
sound at the.door, that the worst thing 
that has ever happened to any woman in the 
world has happened to her. 
(Rabbit, Run, pp. 264-265) 
Janice, in her drunken condition, may not consciously see 
the "pink baby [sinking] down like a gray stor1e"; neither 
does she consciously plead "scarlet prayers" to a "vast 
third person.'.' But, certainly, Updike handles the .gripping 
scene powerfully. His third-person internalized prose is, 
to me, far more convincing than if he had resorted to 
stream-of-consciousness panic such as: "Oh, dear God, 
please don't·let her die. I'll do anything if You won't 
let _her die"--which, in terms of the action, would have 
been trite, melodramatic, or downright· phony. Instead, 
Updike has offered a deeply moving third-person account of 
this tragedy with such ·sensitivity that the reader is drawn 
into the story, becoming an actual witness to the accident, 
sharing the closeness Updike so obviously feels for his 
unfolding drama. 
Another example of Updike's third-person dramatic 
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enhancement (on a much lesser scale, of course) can be 
found in "My Lover Has Dirty Fingernails." His detailed 
description of the psychoanalyst's office establishes an 
aura of cold detachment, all the while creating a suit-
able climate in which the conflict between the doctor 
and hLs patient can take place. 
A second way Updike uses third-person internalized 
prose is in the development of character. Ruth Leonard 
is a whore. But, though prostitution may be one of the 
world's oldest professions, its practice has never been 
generally accepted or condoned by society--and relatively 
few people have any conception of what it feels like to 
sell one's body, or any direct personal knowledge of why 
anyone might turn to prostitution. John Updike doesn't 
know either; however, he_ transcends society's prejudices 
against it by allowing Ruth to be a person rather than a 
mere implement of transitory pleasure. The following 
scene Cin which Ruth lies beside a West Brewer swimming 
pool, concerned about what she believes to be signs of 
pregnancy) shows that she can, in fact, rather clearly 
define her role: 
He was a menace, for all his mildness. 
S ..till he did have the mildness and was 
the first man she ever met who did. You 
felt at least you were there for him in-
stead of being something pasted on the 
inside of their dirty heads. God she used 
to hate them with their wet mouths and 
little laughs but when she had it with 
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Harry she kind of forgave them all, it was 
only half their fault •••• After all no-
body had ever really hurt her, left her 
scarred or anything, and when she tries to 
remember it it sometimes seems it happened 
to somebody else. 
(Rabbit, Run, pp. 145-146) 3 
Not only does she have a fairly accurate idea of who and 
what she is, but she also shows remarkable insight into the 
sexual actions and motivations of others: 
The thing was, they wanted to be admired there. They really did want that. They weren't that 
ugly but they thought they were. That was the 
thing that surprised her in high school how 
ashamed they were really, how grateful they 
were if you just touched them there and how 
quick word got around that you would. What 
did they think, they were monsters? If they just thought they might have known you were 
curious too, that you could like that strange-
ness there like they liked yours, no worse than 
women in their way, all red wrinkles, my God, 
what was it in the end?. No mystery. That was 
the great thing she discovered, that it was no 
mystery, just a stuck-on-looking bit that made 
them king and if you went along with it could 
be good or not so good and anyway put you with 
them against those others •.•. 
(Rabbit, Run, pp. 146-147) 
From a technical standpoint, Ruth's poolside soliloquy, 
stretching uninterrupted for more than four solid pages 
(pp. 145-149), is a masterpiece of sustained third-person 
internalized prose. Yes, I say "third-person" despite the 
fact that Updike repeatedly uses the second-person pronouns 
"you" and "yours": ". · •• how grateful •• · • if you just 
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touched . • • how quick word got around that you would"; 
". • • they might have known you were curious too, that 
you could like that • • • like they liked yours"; '' • • • 
just a stuck-on-looking bit that made them king and if you 
went along with it could be good"; " .•• put you with them 
against those others ••• " (italics added). As we can 
readily notice, some of the sentences in Ruth's soliloquy 
outwardly appear to shift person; she seems to address the 
reader,. "you," in what, at first glance, might be labeled 
• • interior monologue. 
But look again. If these sentences were actually 
interior monologue, the pronouns should be "I" and ''mine." 
Ruth is actually not addressing anyone in particular, 
least of all the reader--who could hardly be expected to 
know at first-hand what Ruth had earlier experienced. The 
pronou!). "you" here is not interchangeable with ''I" (Ruth). 
The reference is not only to her; it implies a larger, 
more inclusive group: '' loose women," "prostitutes,'' or 
"women who did what Ruth was willing to do." 
So, though "you" is technically second-person, Updike 
uses it here in a more general sense--as he might use a 
third-person pronoun. In each case, as the word appears 
in Ruth's soliloquy, "you" is interchangeable with ''she," 
or the impersonal "one," or some noun-form sign1fying a 
group to which Ruth might appropriately belong. And the 
effect is one of continuous third-pers-on reportage. 
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The whole passage is an artistic ·as well as technical 
masterpiece of character development. Updike demonstrates 
that Ruth is a sensitively perceptive person who, though 
she doesn't like what she· is, has come to terrns wi tl-1 l1er 
circumstances. Ruth is shown to be a woman of principle, 
however much society may condemn. her values. 
What all of this amounts to in the larger context is 
that Updike's third-person internalized prose seems to 
affirm a fundamental axiom of human nature: • no man is 
exactly as he appears to be. No Updike character ever 
gets to see every facet of another's personality in the 
same way a reader does; none of the characters can be 
taken precisely as he seems to the others. We should 
never unequivocally accept any of Updike's characters' 
evaluations of one another as completely accurate--inevit-
ably each "juror" is partially right and partially wrong 
-
--each "defendant" has good qualities as well ·as bad. 
Instead, the reader must take into consideration every-
thing the third-person harrator has to aay. The informa-
tion provided will vary greatly--may even, at times, be 
contradictory because the omniscient narrator moves from 
one character's consciousness to another's, and reports 
what seems to be an honest evaluation of what each one 
thinks or feels--but, in the end, it is the reader rather 
·than any of the characters who has ·access to a ii the in-
formation necessary to. place each conflicting attitude, 
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motive, or action in its proper perspective and render 
a fair and sound judgment. 
This technique applies not only to Updike's . longer 
... 
fiction. Drawing agair1 from the stories examined within 
this thesis, ·we can detect a miniat.ure .form of his third-
person internalization as ·a device for characte·r develop-
ment in "My Lover Has Dirty Fingernails." We are apprised 
r 
of the woman's outward appearance; we also share her 
thoughts and emotions. Only by reconciling one element 
with the other can we begin to understand the complexity 
of her total personality and the nature of her problems. 
The third function of Updike'.s detached third-person 
int~rnalizing technique is ~o blend poetic metaphor with 
theme and action. Consider the section of Rabbit, Run, 
where Rabbit Angstrom works in Mrs. Smith's garden: 
Busy one morning with a crescent-shaped edger, 
Harry is caught in a tide of perfume, for 
behind him the breeze has turned and washes 
down through a thick sloping bank of acrid 
lily-of-the-valley leaves in which on that 
warm night a thousand bells have ripened, 
the high ones on the stem still the bitter 
sherbet green of cantaloupe rind. Apple trees 
and pear trees. Tulips. Those ugly purple 
tatters the iris. And at last, prefaced by 
azaleas, the rhododendrons themselves, with 
a profusion increasing through the last week 
of May. Rabbit had waited all spring for 
this crowning •••• When the first blooms 
came they were like the single big flower 
Oriental prostitutes wear on the sides of 
their heads, on the covers of the paperback 
spy stories Ruth reads. But when the hemi-
spheres of blossom appear in crowds they 
remind him of nothing so much as the hats 
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worn by cheap girls to church on Easter. Harry has often wanted and never had a girl like that, a little Catholic from a shabby house, dressed in flashy bargain clothes; in the swarthy leaves under the pert soft 
cap of five-petaled flowers he can imagine her face; he can almost smell her perfume as 
she passes him on the concrete cathedral 
steps. Close, he can get so close to the petals. On inspection, each flower wears 
on the roof of its mouth two fans of freckles where the anthers tap. 
(Rabbit, Run, pp. 136-137) 
This long passage is flooded with images of spring and 
its accompanying flowers ("lily-of-the-valley," "tulips," 
"iris," "azaleas," "rhododendrons"), in part signifying 
the rebirth Rabbit Angstrom seeks after having abandoned 
his family. A hope for resurrection can also be found 
in Updike's mention of "Easter." Rabbit relates the 
flowers to females and sex: "Oriental prostitutes" and 
"cheap girl" (Ruth?). Notice, too, the religious desig-
nations: "hats worn • • . to church," "Catholic from a 
shabby house," and "concret~ cathedral steps." 
There seems little question that here, as the second 
section of Rabbit, Run opens, Updike's descriptive passage 
sets up the pattern and direction of the novel. Sexual 
overtones dominate Angstrom's attention to the flowers 
(females); he is unable to escape the religious symbolism; 
and, ·in the end, as spring ultimately gives way to summer, 
autumn, and w~nter, Rabbit's hope for regeneration must 
also die. What more could a reader hope for in terms of 
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inseparable union between subject, form, and style? And 
Updike's primary vehicle for coherence is his carefully, 
constructed third-person internalized prose description. 
Turning once more to the short stories examined in 
Chapter III and Chapter IV, one need not search very 
deeply to find examples of descriptive internalizing that 
function to blend poetic metaphor with theme and action. 
Images viewed through the window of the young lover's 
apartment ("The Morning") call attention to his self-
inflicted isolation; sounds in the hallway intensify the 
mocking silence of his daily existence. In "My Lover Has 
Dirty Fingernails," colors (grays and whites) and textures 
(smooth and hard) add depth and dimension to the aura of 
impersonality that permeates every _facet of the two char-
acters' association with each other. Images, style, and 
subject merge. 
Except in those cases where I have cited descriptive 
passages from the short stories examined herein, I have 
limited my examples of Updike's detached third-person 
internalized prose to one novel, Rabbit, Run. My purpose 
in doing so is to lend credence to my claim that this 
technique can and does serve a three-fold function within 
the framework of a single fictional work of substantial 
length. 
In my opinion, the excessive number of characters in 
Couples renders Updike's third-person internalizing less 
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effective than in Rabbit, Run and-most of the short 
stories. Attention eventually focuses primarily on Piet 
Hanema, but, it seems to me, too much plot and character 
vacillation lends a confusion that is never adequately 
resolved. One must acknowledge, however, that Updike 
may have intended all the Couples' characters to look, 
sound, think, and act alike--toward the end that they 
would become indistinguishable from each other in Tarbox. 
If so, then he would hardly employ his intern~lization 
technique to develop uniqueness in each of the characters. 
But all of this is not to say that Updike's more re-
cent novels constitute a backward step. The third-person 
descriptive internalization is still there, although per-
haps to a more refined; less obvious degree. In addition, 
Updike moves in a new direction: experimentation with 
fantasies of the mind. This imaginative aspect takes one 
of two forms. 
The type less removed from actuality is what I call 
"remembe-red-imagined" experience. Its simplest form is 
that of reconstructed or, possibly, fictitious dialogue--
one never knows, because the form is accompanied by abrupt 
• 
temporal (and, sometimes, spatial) shifts. Perhaps an ex-
planation would be easier to understand if presented with 
a pertinent example. 
Piet Hanema is at Foxy Whitman's home off the beach 
road, w~rking on the old Robirison house. This se_ction of 
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Chapter iii begins: 
He had been shy and circumspect with 
Foxy and had not wanted to desire her. 
(Couples, p. ·194) 
-With this kind of opener, the reader is primed for a 
passionate love scene. Narration (third person, past 
tense) continues to the middle of p. 197, the final line 
being, 
She was beside him, wearing a loosely tied bathrobe over a slip, her face blurred by 
sleep, her blond hair moist on the pillowed 
side of her head. 
(Couples, p. 197) 
The "clincher" is coming, right? Wrong! At least it does 
not occur immediately. 
Here Updike shifts suddenly to present-tense dialogue 
between Piet and Foxy. The text (for the next three and· 
a half pages) is printed in italics, without benefit of the 
usual quotation marks to indicate dialogue. Maybe this is 
Updike's tip-off; maybe they are not actually speaking at 
all. In the entire italicized section, only occasionally 
does the narrator intrude; his intrusion always takes the 
form of a past-tense phrase (which, in every case, is a 
gesture or observation; e.g., "She made an A with her fin-
gers" [Couples, p. 198], or "Piet grimaced and considered. 
The lemonade needed sugar." [Couples, p. 198]); then the 
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text reverts immediately to the italicized conversation. 
But is the dialogue real? Did it ever occur? If so, 
when? Is it remembered? Imagined? The-reader cannot 
quite tell.- Time seems, momentarily, to have stopped. 
In this s·cene, Updike's italicized section is followed 
. 
by two paragraphs (third person, past tense, regular type) 
--the first being only one sentence, eleven lines long. 
It begins: 
Before kissing her, yet after all al-
ternatives had been closed to him, Piet saw 
her face to be perfectly steady and clean 
of feeling •••• 
(Couples, p. 201) 
The second paragraph ends: 
Her lips, visually thin, had felt wide and 
warm and slippery; the memory, outdoors, as 
if chemically transformed by contact with 
oxygen, drugged Piet with a penetrating 
dullness. 
(Couples, p. 201) 
Only after reading the final sentences does the reader 
realize what Updike has. done. The two key words are "mem-
.. 
ory" and "drugged." One gets the odd feeling that the 
whole seven pages have taken place in a split second of 
time, or, perhaps, in the length of time spanning Piet's 
and Foxy' s kiss. The diql9gue is supposedly a ''memory," 
but is it? Could three and a half pages of complex dialogue 
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be so accurately recalled after the fact? What happens, 
with Updike's choice of the word "drugged" is the setting 
of a mood that directly involves the reader. For Piet 
the experience is an intensely emotional one and, while 
the reader does not share the emotion, he is allowed 
(together with Piet) to be "drugged" and to participate · 
in the dislocating effects of the action. 
In the final analysis, it doesn't matter if the 
dialogue were actually remembered or not; emotional in-
volvement has the potential of making a memory so vivid 
that it can be re-run, at will, as th6ugh in slow-motion. 
Updike's handling of the scene--which, at fi~st, seems 
only confusing--is superbly effective. He uses this 
technique repeatedly in Couples, usually to relate Piet's 
secret brooding. 
The second kind of imaginative fantasy takes the form 
of poeticized abstra.ction. Updike's characters spend a 
considerable amount of time in bed--but not always engaged 
in se~ual. activity. Bed is also a place where they do a 
lot of thinking. This thought process takes place in stages 
of sleep (dreams) or sleeplessness (day-dreams), and at 
most levels of consciousness-between' the two. 
Updike's technique- in this form of imaginative writing 
is .reminiscent of James Joyce. Thoughts are juxtaposed at 
rand9m, seemingly duplicating stream-of-consciousnes_s, but 
- there is a difference. Joyce_often coins nonsense words, 
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sounds, or images in a direct appeal to one of the five 
senses; Updike's pattern is more often predominantly 
erotic, usually mixing sexual and religious imagery. In 
the passage quoted here, Piet is attempting to sleep; at 
the same time, he makes it almost impossible to do so: 
Stiffly his fingers tired of trying to give his wife a dream: a baby on the river 
of herself, Moses in the Nile morning found 
snagged in.the rustling papyrus, Egyptian handmaids, willowy flanks, single lotus, easy 
access. Sex part of nature before Christ. Bully. Bitch. Taking up three-quarters of the bed as if duty done. Mouthbreathing with 
slack lips. Words in and out. Virgins preg-
nant .through the ear. Talk to me psycnologee. He touched in pref~rence again himself. Waxen. Wilted camellia petals. In his youth an ivory 
rod at will. At the thought of a cleft or in 
class a shaft of sun laid on his thigh: stand to recite: bPeathes there a man with soul so dead. The.whole class tittering at him bent 
over .••• His body flashed the news nerve to nerve. Stiff in an ,instant. Touch. A 
waxworks petal laid out pillowed in sensitive frizz: wake up. Liquo~. Evil dulling stuff. Lazes the blood, saps muscle tone. He turned 
over, bunched the pillow, l~y flat and straight, trying to align himself with an invisible grain, the g.rain of the world, fate. Relax. Picture the party. 
_(Couples, p. 11) 
Stream-of-consciousness or interior monologue would be writ-
I 
ten in first person; Piet's thoughts here are expressed in 
e 
third person, except for the phrase "Talk to me psycholo-
gee." Piet's fantasy covers a little more than six pages, 
including examples of the "remembered-imagined" type of 
recons.truction previously d~scu~sed. Each time this happens, 
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Updi.ke self-cons·ciou·sly has the reconstructed "remf:·mbered-
imaginea.n:_ dial.ague printed in italics (minus quotation 
marks). The passage finally ends with an impassioned plea: 
God help me, help me, get me out of 
this.· Eek ik, eeik ik. Dear God put me 
to sleep. Amen. 
(Couples, p. 16) 
In contrast to the entire third-person sequence preceding 
this final paragraph, Piet's prayer takes the first-person 
form--an oddity in Updike's style. This passage can quite 
p_roperly be identified as stream-of-consciousness, a· tech-
nique Updike normally avoids. 
_Where Joyce's random associations are often word-play 
(and, theretore, often incomprehensible-to the reader), 
Updike's are, for the most part, carefully constructed to 
relate directly to something that has happened or will 
happen. The technique is so coldly calculated that, if 
considered objectively, it seems to risk total failure; 
but Updike's rich poetic quality prevents that from oc-
curring. These sections are so well written that one is 
sucked into the whirlpool of random thought--not only 
trying to decipher the character~s associations, but 
making a few from one's own experience. To be fully 
appreciated, Updike's "dream" sequences require reader 
participation. 
Rabbit Redux probably contains more outright fantasy 
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and fewer dreams. This, of course, is consistent with 
Updike's rendering of Rabbit's sexual passivity and the 
bizarre nature of some of the story's action. As in 
Couples, there is a.blending of the sexual with the re-
ligious. The following scene takes place after Rabbit's 
house has been burned down and he has moved back into his 
"old" room: 
In his parents' house Rabbit not only 
reverts to peanut butter sandwiches and cocoa 
and lazing in bed when the sounds of Pop and Nelson leaving have died; he finds himself faithfully masturbating •••• 
• • • He takes to conjuring up a hefty 
coarse Negress, fat but not sloppy fat, muscu-lar and masculine, with a trace of a mustache 
and a chipped front tooth. Usually she is 
astraddle him like a smiling Buddha, slowly 
rolling has ass on his th-ighs, sometimes coming forward so her big cocoa-colored breasts swing into his face like boxing gloves with sensitive 
tips. He and this massive whore have just 
shared a joke, in his fantasy; she is laughing 
and good humor is rippling through his chest; 
and the room they are in is no ordinary room but a kind of high attic, perhaps a barn, with distant round windows admitting dusty light 
and rafters from which ropes hang, almost a gallows. Though she is usually above him, and he sometimes begins on his back, imagining his fingers are her lips,- for the climax he always 
rolls over and gives it to the bed. He has 
never been able to shoot off lying on his back; it feels too explosive, too throbbing, too blasphemous upwards. God is on that side of him, spreading His feathered wings .as above a 
crib. Better turn and pour it into Hell. You 
nice big purple-lipped black cunt. Gold tooth. 
(Rabbit Redux, pp. 377-379) 
Third person again. Probably the most personal and private 
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human mental activity--sexual fantasy--yet Harry Ang-
strom's trip into the world of make-believe is narrated 
by an unseen, anonymous third person. 
These are but a few of the many examples of Updike's 
experimentation with remote areas of the mind; through 
careful examination, a reader could glean lite~ally 
hundreds more. One should not be surprised, however, 
at the direction Updike seems to be taking in his most 
recent novels. Fantasy has long been an -element of his 
presentation.· The futuristic nature of The Poorhouse 
Fair would certainly classify as fantasy; the mythology 
of The Centaur puts it into the same category; Rabbit, Run 
revolves around the unfulfilled fantasies of an ex-hero; 
Skeeter of Rabbit Redux fantasizes himself a god-person. 
Updike's movement in the past few years is clearly toward 
erotic and spiritual fantasy. But, then, it should not 
be altogether unexpected when we consider all the physical 
and mental freedom we supposedly can gain through the 
alcohol and drugs so readily available in today's culture. 
Where John Updike's next inspiration will come from is 
anybody's guess. Maybe even he doesn't know. I have a 
feeling that history will determine his future literary 
pathway; as the conunonplace evolves--so, too, will Updike. 
In the meantime, the barriers Updike has built be-
tween himself and his characters remains virtually intact. 
This is not necessarily undesirable. Updike exercises a 
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great deal of love and respect in the creation of his 
characters, and he is reluctant to violate the sanctity 
of the self. He recognizes that each human being is 
unique, that no man can really "know" another, that no 
man can ever be anyone except himself. He expresses 
this very thought in The Centaur, where his first-person 
narrator/protagonist (Peter Caldwell) silently addresses 
his black mistress: 
Hey. Listen. Listen to me, lady. I love you, I want to be a Negro for you, I want to have a wised-up shoe-polish face taut as a drum at the cheekbones 
and wear great opaque anonymous-making 
sunglasses at three a.m. in a dim laven-der cellar and forget everything but the 
crooning behind my ribs. But I cannot, quite. I cannot quite make that scene. A final membrane restrains me. 
(The Centaur, p. 269) 
A "final membrane" seems to restrain John Updike too--the 
membrane of consciousness separating his third-person nar-
rators from his characters. Through 1973 he has managed 
to pierce that membrane on several occasions, but then 
only briefly. As long as his self-imposed restrictions 
continue, third-person narration will remain Updike's most 
effective means of communication. If he can remove the 
blockage, freely associate and integrate his own conscious-
ness with that of his characters, then I look for stylistic 
expansion in the form of. sustained first-person presenta-
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tions--an area he has barely touched with any consistent 
degree of effectiveness so far. We must not forget, how-
ever, that John Updike's writing career will potentially 
span another twenty years or more. May the years ahead 
of him be as productive and satisfying as those behind 
him. 
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NOTES 
Introduction 
1 Friends From Philadelphia" appeared in the October 
30, 1954, issue of The New YoPker. The story has subse-
' quently been reprinted in The Same Door (New York: Alfred 
Knopf, 1959) and Olinger StoPies: A Selection (New York: 
Random House Vintage Books, 1964). 
2 The Poo~house Faip (New York: Knopf, 1958); Rabbit, 
Run (New York: Knopf, 1960); The CentauP (New York: Knopf, 
1963); Of The Farm (New York: Knopf, 1965); Couples (New 
York: Knopf, 1968); Rabbit Redux (New York: Knopf, 1971). 
3 Collected short stories, in addition to The Same 
Door and Olinger Stories noted above, are Pigeon Feathers 
and Other StoPies (New York: Knopf, 1962); The Music SahooZ 
(New York: Knopf, 1966); Bech: A Book (New York: Knopf, 
1970); Museums and Women and Other StoPies (New York: 
Knopf, 1972). Although classified by some critics as a 
novel, Bech: A Book seems to me more a collection of re-
lated.short stories sharing a common protagonist; five of 
its seven chapters appeared prior to publication in a single 
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volume (some in a slightly different form) as separate 
stories in The New Yo-Pkera. One chapter ( "The Bulgarian 
'Poetess") can also be found in The Music School collection. 
4 The Carpentered Hen and Othera Tame Craeatures (New 
York: Harper and Brothers, 1958); Telephone Poles and 
Othera Poems (New York: Knopf, 1963); Midpoint and Other 
Poems (New York: Knopf, 1969). The Carpentered Hen and 
Telephone Poles have also been reprinted in a single 
volume, Verse (Greenwich, Conn.: Fawcett, 1965). 
5Assorted Prose (New York: Knopf, 1965). 
6
"View from the Catacombs," Time, 91 (April 26, 
1968), 66. 
7Paul A. Doyle, "Updike's Fiction: Motifs and Tech-
niques," The Catholic: World, 69 (September, 1964), 360. 
8Henry James, "The Art of Fiction," Henry James: 
Selected Fiction, ed. Leon Edel (New York: E. P. Dutton 
& Co., 1964), pp. 585-609. Originally published by Henry 
James in Longman's in September, 1884. 
9 Percy Lubbock, The Craft of Fiction (New York: 
Viking Press, 1957). 
10 Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction (Chicago: 
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NOTES (Introduction, continued) 
University of Chicago Press, 1961). 
11 The three most commonly designated points of view 
are (1) omniscient; (2) first-person; (3) objective. Some 
critics add a fourth category: -limited omniscient. 
12 James Moffett and Kenneth R. McElheny, eds., Points 
of View: An Anthology of Short Stories (New York: New 
American Library, 1966), list: (1) interior monologue; 
(2) dramatic monologue; (3) letter narration; (4) diary 
narration; (5) subjective narration; (6) detached autobio-
graphy; (7) memoir, or observer narration; (8) biography, 
or anonymous narration--single character point of view; 
(9) anonymous narration--dual character point of view; 
(10) anonymous narration--multiple character point of view; 
(11) anonymous narration--no character point of view. 
13 Booth, p. 149. 
Chapter III 
1 Booth, p. 151: 
The implied authoP (the authoP's ''second 
seZf").--E·ven the novel in which no narrator 
is dramatized creates an implicit picture of 
an author who stands behind the scenes, whether 
as stage manager, as puppeteer, or as an indif-
ferent God, silently paring his fingernails. 
This implied author is always distinct from the 
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NOTES (Chapter III, continued) 
"real man"--whatever we may take him to be--who 
creates a superior version of himself, a "second 
self," as he creates his work. • • • 
Wayne Booth's definition of "implied author" pertains 
specifically to the "novel," but can be extended to include 
the short story as well. 
Conclusion 
1 Moffett and McElheny, p. 211. 
2 Ibid., p. 15, defines "Interior Monologue": 
••• somebody is speaking to himself, 
thinking. We merely overhear his thoughts. 
~hese stories are the equivalent of solilo-
quies in the theater, except that a character 
thinking alone on stage would have to talk 
aloud so that the audience could hear his 
thoughts. Reading these stories is like 
listening to a soliloquy. 
If the speaker is reacting to his im-
mediate surroundings, his interior monologue 
will tell the story of what is going on 
around him. If his thoughts are memories, his soliloquy will review some past events 
associated with something in the present. 
If he is mainly reflecting, his train of 
thought does not record a present or recall 
a past story--it is the story itself. 
3John Updike rewrote this particular passage between 
original publication of RabbitJ Run (1960) and release of 
the Fawcett Crest paperback edition (ninth printing, May 
1966). Text of the revised edition follows: 
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NOTES (Conclusion, continued) 
He had that mildness. The others didn't. 
The thing was, when ·they knew you were 
one, they didn't think you were human, 
and thought they were entitled. Which 
they were, but still, some of the things. 
It was like they hated women and used 
heP. But now she forgives them because 
it all melts, the next day is the next 
day and you're still the same and there, 
and they're away. 
(Rabbit, Run, p. 123) 
Updike's revision, much more tightly constructed than 
his original, clearly demonstrates the effectiveness of 
detached third-person internalized description in char-
acter development. 
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APPENDIX A 
CHART OF 11 PERSON 11 IN 
JOHN UPDIKE'S COLLECTED SHORT STORIES 
Number 
of Stories 
in First 
Person 
Number 
of Stories 
in Third 
Person 
To ta 1 
Number 
of Stories 
The Same DooP 
Pigeon Feathers 
The Music School, 
Beah: A Book 
Museums and Women 
0 
30 
15 
10 
14 
7 
15 
61 
Note: OZinger1 Stories is not included above 
because it contains only reprints of 
stories appearing in other published 
collections. 
1
"The Happiest I've Been" (New Yor1ker, 1959) 
2
"Flight" (New Yorker1, 1959) 
"Dear Alexandros" (New Yorker1, 1959) 
"Wife-Wooing" (New Yorker, 19 6 0) 
"Archangel" (Big TabZe, 1960) 
"The Astronomer" (New Yorker1, 1961) 
"A & P" (New YoPkeP, 1961) ; 
"Lifeguard" (New Yorker, 1961) 
16 
19 
20 
7 
29 
91 
"The Blessed Man of Boston, My Grandmother's Thimble, 
and Fanning Island" (New Yorker, 1962) 
134 
"Packed Dirt, Churchgoi.ng, A Dying Cat, A Traded Car" (New Yorker, 1961) 
3
"In Football Season" (New Yorker, 19 6 2) 
"A Madman" (New Yoraker, 1962) 
''Leaves" (New Yorker, 1964) 
"Four Sides of One Story" (New Yorker, 1965) 
"Harv Is Plowing Now" (New Yorker, 196\6) 
"The Music School" (New Yorker, 1964) 
4
"Museums and Women'' (New Yorker, 1967) 
"The Hillies" (New Yorker, 1969) 
"The Day Of The Dying Rabbit" (New Yorker, 19 6 9) 
"The Witnesses" (New Yorker, 1966) 
"When Everyone Was Pregnant" (Audience, 1971) 
"The Carol Sing" (New Yorker, 1970) 
"Plumbing" (New. Yorker, 1971) 
"The Sea's Green Sameness" (New World Writing, 1960) 
"The Slump" (Esquire, 1968) 
"The Pro" (New Yorker, 1966) 
"One Of My Generation" (New Yorker, 1969) 
"God Speaks" (Esquire [ under the title "Deux Dixi t"], 
19 6 5) 
"The Baluchitherium" (New Yorker, 1971) 
. "The Invention Of ·The Horse Collar" (Transatlantic 
Re1Jiew, 1972) 
Note: Information contained within parentheses 
indicates place and date of original 
publication. 
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JOHN UPDIKE CHRONOLOGY 
1932 John Hoyer Updike born March 18 in Shillington, 
Pennsylvania, the son of Wesley R. and Linda 
Grace (Hoyer) Updike 
1936-50 
1945 
1950 
1951 
19 53 
19 54 
1954-55 
1955 
Attended Shillington Public Schools 
Family moved to a farm near Plowville, Pennsyl-
• vania 
Admitted to Harvard University 
Began association (both writing and drawing) 
with the Harvard Lampoon ~· 
Married to Mary Pennington 
Was graduated summa cum laude (with a major in 
English) from Harvard 
First short story published in The New Yorker ( "Friends From Philadelphia") 
Three poems published in The New Yorker ("Duet 
With Muffled Brake Drums," "Player Piano," and 
"The Clan") 
Attended the Ruskin School of Drawing and Fine 
Arts in Oxford, England, on a Knox Fellowship 
Daughter Elizabeth born 
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. . ..... ,,,,,,, 
1955-57 Staff writer for The New Yorker 
1957 Son David born 
Moved with family to Ipswich, Massachusetts 
1958 The Carpentered Hen and Other Tame Creatures 
published 
The Poorhouse Fair published 
1959 Son Michael born 
The Same Door published 
1960 Daughter Miranda born 
Received Rosenthal Award of the National 
Institute of Arts and Letters for The Poorhouse 
Fair 
Rabbit, Run published 
The Magic Flute (children's book, in collabora-
tion with Warren Chappell) published 
Pigeon Feathers and Other Stories published 
1963 Telephone Poles and Other Poems published 
The CentauP published 
1964 Received National Book Award for The Centaur 
Elected to the National Institute of Arts and 
Letters 
Olinger Stories, A Selection published 
The Ring (children's book, with Warren Chappell) 
published 
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1964-65 
1965 
Participated in a State Department Cultural 
Exchange Program, visiting the Soviet Union, 
Rumania, Bulgaria, and Czechoslovakia 
Assorted Prose published 
Verse published 
Of The Farm published 
The Child's Calendar (children's book, with 
Nancy Ekholm Burkert) published 
1966 The Music School published 
Received first O. Henry Pri.ze for "The Bulgarian 
Poetess" 
1968 Couples published 
1969 Midpoint and Other Poems published 
1970 Bech: A Book published 
1971 Rabbit Redux published 
1972 Museums and Women and Other Stories published 
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Marion Louise Frack was born October 27, 1930, 
in Easton, Pennsylvania, the daughter of Paul F. and 
Florence G. (Altemose) Frack. She attended Nazareth 
Public Schools, graduating in 1947. Now married to 
Richard F. tgge, she resides with her husband at 880 
Sensor Road, Yardley, Pennsylvania. Mrs. Egge received 
a Bachelor of Arts degree in English, summa cum Zaude, 
with Honors in Music, from Moravian College in May of 
1970. During the 1972 Fall semester, she served as a 
Visiting Instructor in the Department of English at 
Lehigh University; in Fall, 1973, Mrs. Egge taught 
Music History for Moravian College. She holds member-
ship in Lambda Iota Tau (International Honor Society 
of Literature) and the Modern Language Association. 
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